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This investigation  deals with the concept of the poor in the 
thought of Latin American Liberation theology, p a rtic u la r ly  as 
a rticu la ted  in  the context of the movement's ecclesiology.
Chapter I traces the h is to rica l and theological context fo r  
the emergence of lib e ra tio n  theology. The focus i~  placed f i r s t  on
the ecclesio logical models through which the Roman Catholic Church
expressed its  l i f e  and mission in  Latin America and how i t  affected
the Church's social re la tions  in the area. The impact of the
ecclesio log ical s h ift  o f Vatican Council I I ,  in combination with the 
h is to ric a l s itu a tio n  o f Latin  America in the la te  '60s, is  seen as 
creating the immediate setting fo r  the discovery and option fo r  the 
poor by progressive Latin  American Catholics.
Chapter I I  shows th a t, in  i ts  e ffo r t  to place theologi­
cal re fle c tio n  at the service of humanization and social changes in  a 
context marked by massive poverty, lib e ra tio n  theology has attempted
1
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2to s ituate  theology in  h istory and rethink i t  "from below." The 
ecclesiological and pastoral im plications of th is  approach are readly 
apparent. Demanding from the Church an e ffe c tive  function on the side 
of the oppressed determines the necessity fo r an analysis of the 
society 's  socio-political-econom ic s itu a tio n . M arxist analysis of 
society is  brought in to  the theological method. Thus, to avoid 
tra d itio n a l s p ir itu a liz a t io n , p a te rn a lis tic  and f a t a l is t ic  approaches 
the poor are id e n tifie d  "s c ie n tif ic a lly "  in terms of the Marxist 
d ia le c tic  of h is to ry . This pre-understanding of and pre-commitment to 
the poor fa ta l ly  shapes the lib era tio n  view of sin and salvation , its  
notion of the "church of the poor" and its  re-reading of the B ible. 
B ib lica l texts and events dealing with the poor, se lec tive ly  chosen, 
are strongly influenced by the adopted c o n flic tiv e  view of society.
Chapter I I I  re fle c ts  c r i t ic a l ly  on lib e ra tio n  theology's  
concept of the poor as framed within the class struggle po la riza tio n . 
Since, when fa ith fu l to th e ir  methodology, lib e ra tio n  theologians see 
"the poor" and "oppression" exclusively in socio-economic terms, the 
reactua lization  o f C hristian doctrines from the "perspective of the 
poor" tends to replace tra d itio n a l vertica lism  with the opposite one­
dimensional approach. Option fo r the poor tends to be expressed as 
an option fo r the p ro le ta r ia t , and the "church of the poor" tends to  
become the church of one social class. The la s t part of che chapter 
tests  the lib e ra tio n is t view of the poor in  the lig h t of Scripture.
This investigation  concludes by affirm ing the b ib lic a l 
v a lid ity  of lib era tio n  theology's concern fo r the poor. "Option for  
the poor," however, must be cleansed from ideological ambiguities.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Liberation theology could avoid the ideological trap  and increase its  
appealing potential i f  i ts  view of the poor through sociological 
c r ite r ia  were balanced and contro lled by the b ib lic a l c r i t e r ia .  In 
the lig h t of Scripture, "option fo r the poor" is, in  fact, option for  
the needy, independent o f conformity with ideological demands.
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INTRODUCTION
Background of the Problem
Through the impact of the Second Vatican Council's
aggiornamento  ^ the Roman Catholic Church made a serious attempt to
come to grips with the modern era as a prerequ is ite  to f u l f i l l i n g  its
evangelical commitment. The theology which blazed fo rth  at Vatican
I I ,  as Charles Davis observes, may be characterized as "orthodoxy
2
transposed in to  an anthropocentric mode." Although i t  was orthodox
doctrine interpreted in transcendentalis t, e x is te n t ia lis t ,  and
personal is t  terms, i t  was also a theology centered upon man. Gaudium
e tS p e s , the "Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern
World," is  p a rtic u la r ly  marked by an anthropocentric o rien ta tio n ,
3
both in the importance given to  man and in pointing to man's
For an analysis of the tra d itio n a l a ttitu d e  of the Church 
towards the modern world before the Council, see Mark Schoff, A 
Survey of Catholic Theology 1800-1970 (New York: P au lis t Press,
1970); Roger Aubert, rhe Church in  a secularized Society (New York: 
P aulis t Press, 1978)1 ppl 3-203 ; Thomas Bokenkotter, A Concise 
History of the Catholic Church (Garden C ity , N. Y.: Doubleday &
Company, 1979), pp. 301-326 .
2
Charles Davis, Theology and P o lit ic a l Society (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U niversity Press, 1980), p. 2.
3
"All things on earth should be re la ted  to man as th e ir  
center and crown" (Gaudium et Spes, a r t .  12, in  Walter Abbott, The 
Documents of Vatican 11 iNew York: Herder and Herder, 1966], p. 21TJT7 
See a rts . 12-22, on "The d ign ity  of the Human Person," Abbott, pp. 
210-218. The Constitution in s is ts  on the "excellence o f freedom" 
(a r t. 17); the "need to promote the common good fo r the sake of human
1
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2re sp o n s ib ility  v is -S -v is  the world. The Council did not mean only
“a bold entry in to  the p o lit ic a l  and c u ltu ra l a r e n a , b u t  i t  also
offered with considerable success a so lid  theological basis fo r its
2
unprecedented stance toward s o c io -p o litic a l issues.
Closely Intertw ined with the impact of the Council, we find  
at work 1n the same period p a ra lle l forces or "areas of emphasis"3 
which powerfully influenced the new trends and launched theology into  
the present era: The e ffe c ts  of secu lariza tio n , w ith i t s  emphasis on
d ignity" (a r t .  26); "respect fo r  persons" (a rts . 27, 29 ). Joseph 
Grem illion remarks th a t "by th is  concentration on man in  the world 
Vatican I I  Inaugurated a new stage and q u a lity  of consciousness 
w ithin the Church." The Gospel of Peace and Justice. Catholic Social 
Teaching since Pope Jonn (w aryknoii, n . r . :  urois books, I9 /o) ,  pT 
T73T7TinTToricervEraEToiron man was n a tu ra lly  followed by emphasis on 
social ju s tic e  (see Gaudium e t Spes, a rts . 55; 29, 30, 33-39, 40-44; 
78; also D ig n ita tis  Humanae in  Apoott, pp. 675-688).
^Alfred T. Kennelly, Theologies in  C o n flic t: The Challenge of 
Juan Luis Segundo (Maryknoll, li. r . :  (Jrbis books, 19 /y j, pp. z -3 .
3What a fte r  Leo X I I I 's  Rerum Novarum (1891) became known as 
the “social teachings" of the Cnurcn, oy tne time of Vatican I I  was 
g reatly  expanded to Include p o l i t ic a l ,  c u ltu ra l, and economic 
teachings as w e ll. The eruption o f the Church's concern fo r  social 
ju s tic e  which emerged f i r s t  in  John's X X II I 's  encyclicals "Mater et 
Magistra" (1961) and in his 1963 le t te r  to  the whole world, "Pacem in 
Terris" (fo r  an English version o f these documents see G rem illion, 
Gospel of Peace and J u s tic e ), took form in Vatican I I .  Gaudium et 
spes. iney were roi lowed by Pope Paul V i's  “Populorum Progression1, 
I i9t>/) and his apostolic le t te r  "Octogeslma Adveniens" (1971). The 
social mission of the Roman Catholic Church is  even more e x p lic it ly  
a rticu la ted  in  the synodal document "Justice in the World" (1971). 
This document unambiguously affirm s th a t “action on behalf o f ju s tice  
and p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the transform ation of the world, fu l ly  appears 
to us as a co n stitu tive  dimension of the Church's mission fo r  the 
redemption of the human race and i t s  lib e ra tio n  from every oppressive 
situation" ( “Justice in the World, a r t .  6; c f .  G rem illion, p. 414).
For a helpful analysis, see Hannelly, pp. 4 -8 ; also Claude 
G effre, A New Age in Theology (New York: Paulist Press, 1974).
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3the freedom of human in s titu tio n s  from the hegemony of sacral or 
ecc les ias tica l d irections;^ the new approach to  h istory  and ortho­
p raxis , the former emphasizing the dynamic and evolutionary character 
of h is to ry  and the la t te r  stressing the need fo r transforming action 
w ith in  h is to ry;^  the renewed a tten tio n  to  eschatology and hope, 
s h iftin g  the theological pendulum from fa ith  to hope, from past to 
fu tu re ; and f in a l ly  the emphasis on s o c io p o litic s , expressed in a 
number of movements of th is  p e rio d ,* s triv in g  to come to  grips with 
C h ris tia n ity 's  ro le  v is -a -v is  the large issues in  the contemporary
This theme has surfaced in  recent times with Harvey Cox's 
works, p a rtic u la r ly  The Secular C ity ; Secularization and Urbanization 
in Theological Perspective (New rorx: M a c m i l l a n ,  isbd). i-or a neiprui 
in troduction to  tne "tneoiogy of s ecu la riza tio n ,"  see Antonio Perez 
E sclarin , Atheism and Liberation (Maryknoll, N. Y .: Orbis Books, 
1978), pp. 9 /- IU 4 .----------------------------
^For summary and bibliography, Matthew Lamb, "The Theory- 
Praxis Relationship in Contemporary C hristian  Theologies" in  The 
Catholic Theological Society of America. Proceedings of the T h irty - 
H r s t  Annual Convention twew rorx: Mannattan co llege, i9 /t>), pp. 
1 49-7 7 8 ).---------------------------
^See Jurgen Moltmann, Theology o f Hope: On the Groundand
Im plications o f a C hristian tscnatoTogy (New York: Harper 4 Row, 
ly o /j ;  also Moitmann's "ineology as Lschatology," and "Towards the 
Next Step 1n the Dialogue" in  Frederick Herzog, e d ., The Future of 
Hope: Theology as Eschatology (New York" Herder and Herder, 19 /0 ) ,  
pp. i-bu aho l54-it>4; and ine C rucified  God: The Cross of Christ as 
the Foundation and C ritic ism  or c n n s tia n  ineoiogy (New York: Harper
& kow ,  19/a); c r . Kuoem Aives, a  ineology ot Human Hope (Washington, 
D. C .: Corpus, 1969). Fo.- a summarized discussion ot the to p ic , see 
David P. Scaer, "Theology of Hope," 1n Stanley N. Gundry and Alan F. 
Johnson, eds., Tensions in Contemporary Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Book House, 1 9 /b j, pp. I9 /-234 ; ts c la r in , pp. lU 4 ff.
*See J . Combi in , Theologle de la  revolution (Paris: Editions  
U n iv ers ita ire s , 1970). IT. H e rro , ine m ilita n t Gospel: C r it ic a l
Introduction to  P o lit ic a l Theologies iMaryxno11, N. Y . ,  OrDis h o ok s , 
i y / / ) ,  pp. iz s -b d i, presents a Tengthy synthesis of the common 
features of d iffe re n t forms of p o lit ic a l theology.
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4world. Combined, these influences provoked a break of main magnitude 
in  theological re fle c tio n . Theology began to  d ivest i t s e l f  of much 
of the dead weight of p rio r dogmatics. The often typical character­
iza tio n  of re lig io n  as a "private  a f fa ir "  which had dominated the 
scene fo r  centuries1 was almost suddenly challenged by a stress on 
the public character of the C hristian  message. With the recovery of
the social im plications of the gospel, theology sh ifted  from its
2
tra d itio n a l form to " p o lit ic a l theology." Theologians began to  
underline the c r it ic a l  and revolutionary character o f fa ith  and 
focus the sp o t-lig h t on the "horizontal" dimensions of Christian  
concerns. Christians were being urged to break with the p ie t is t ic  and 
in d iv id u a lis tic  forms of re lig io u s  devotions and parochial concerns 
and to commit themselves to the concrete issues facing the human, 
fam ily at large.
The break of " p o lit ic a l theology" with classic  theology 
marked the emergence of theologies of lib e ra tio n  in which the context 
of oppression functions as the norm and locus of theological 
re fle c tio n . Two of these innovative forms of theologizing , concerned 
in incorporating the concept of lib e ra tio n  w ith in  the understanding
V ie r r o ,  p. 24.
2The term " p o lit ic a l theology" was introduced in to  the theo- 
loq ical debate by Johann Baptist Metz, A Theology of the World tNew 
York: Herder and Herder, 1969). "P o lit ic a l"  is  used in contrast with 
"private" and " in d iv id u a l."  Metz sees the "deprivatiz ing  o f theology 
as the primary c r it ic a l  task of p o lit ic a l theology" (p. 110). See 
Oorothee S oelle , P o lit ic a l Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1974); Paul Lehmann, TRe Transfiguration of P o lit ic s  (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1975). For a summary see Davis, pp. 3-27.
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5of the function of theology, have emerged as fem inist theology1 and
black theology. Although "oppression" may be d iffe re n tly  understood,
these theologies share a common methodology, common perspectives, and
common themes. They both seek to  "commit Christians to radical
p o lit ic a l and social change and to transform society in  order to
4
create a new and more human world."
Statement of the Problem 
The contemporary attempts to in te rp re t the gospel as good 
news to  the oppressed and the search fo r salvation as a journey
Feminist theology conceives oppression in terms of sex.ism 
and focuses on 1 iberation from male dominance, to which women
h is to r ic a lly  have been subject. Among the most important works
published by partic ipants  in the women's lib e ra tio n  theology are:
Letty M. Russel, Human Liberation in a Feminist Perspective— a 
Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster press, 1974); Mary Paly, Beyond 
God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women's Liberation ( Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1973); Rosemary R. Ruether, Liberation Theology (New
York: Paulist Press, 1973); Dorothee Soelle , The Strength of the 
Weak, Toward a C hristian Feminist Id e n tity  (Phi lade I phi a: Fortress 
Press, 191*4). For a comprehensive bibliography on fem inist theology, 
see Kathleen S to rr ie , "Contemporary Feminist Theology: A Selective  
Bibliography," ThStFlBul 7 (May-June 1984):13-15.
?
Black theology focuses on racism and underlines lib e ra tio n  
from the oppression of white cu ltu re  and white re lig io n . See James 
Cone, Black Theology and Black Power (New York: Seabury Press, 1969); 
Cone, ~fl Black rheology of Liberation (Philadelphia: L ipp inco tt,
1970); James d. Gardiner and J. Deotis Roberts, Quest fo r a Black 
Theology (Philadelphia: P ilgrim , 1970); Gayraud W. Wiimore and James 
TT Cone, eds., Black Theology, a Documentary History 1966-1979 
(Maryknoll, N. Y“  Orbis Books, 1979); G. Clarke Chapman, J r . , 
"American Theology in  Black: James H. Cone," CrossCur 21 (1972): 
139-157. For a summarized discussion see Harvie M. Conn, "Liberation  
in  Black," in  Tensions in Contemporary Theology, pp. 373-392.
\ e t t y  M. Russel, pp. 50-71.
^Pauli Murray, "Black and Feminist Theologies: Links, Paral­
le ls  and Tensions," ChrCris 40 (1980):86.
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toward freedom seem to ind icate  that the conditions of oppression
"have reached such an intense level of consciousness th a t they can no
longer be ignored or set aside as unimportant by serious
C hristians."^ I t  is  precisely w ith in  th is  new consciousness developed 
among the oppressed, and th is  quest fo r freedom, th a t the revolution­
ary theological development th a t has emerged from America under the 
rubric  of " lib e ra tio n  theology" is  to  be found. I t  should be
^Stanley Stuphin, Options in Contemporary Theology (Washing- 
gton D. C.: U niversity  Press, of America, 1977), p. 38.
The '70s witnessed the publication of major theological 
works by lib e ra tio n  theologians, who in  th e ir  great m ajority are 
Roman Catholics. The pioneer book of Gustavo G utierrez, Teologia de 
la  lib erac io n —perspectivas, which appeared in 1971, was la te r  
published Tn English under the t i t l e  A Theology of L iberation: 
H istory . P o lit ic s  and Salvation (Maryknoll, N. Y: (Jrbis books, 1973). 
I t  became the most in flu e n tia l te x t of the movement and paved the way 
fo r re la ted  works of Juan Luis Segundo, Enrique Dussel, Hugo Assmann, 
Jose P. Miranda, Leonardo Boff, Jon Sobrino,and others who in a short 
time came to  the fo re fro n t of the theological arena. The imposing 
q u a lity  and erud ition  of the work of these Latin American theologians 
was very much, as fa r  as theology is  concerned, the fu lf i l lm e n t of 
Rubem Alves's statement in 1969, "The Third World is  neither mute nor 
re f le x iv e . I t  w ill  no longer allow e ith e r i ts  p o lit ic a l destiny or 
i ts  theological s e lf-d e f in it io n  to  come from somewhere else" (A 
Theology o f Human Hope, p. v i i ) .  E. Schillebeeckx observed th a f  
between 1971 and 1980 "more than 5,0G0 books and a r tic le s  [dealing  
with lib e ra tio n  theology] have seen the l ig h t  of day." "Liberation  
Theology Between Medellin and Puebla," ThO 28 {1980):4. Since 1980, 
hundred o f books and a rtic le s  dealing w ith the theme have been 
published, and lib e ra tio n  theology has become the "most dynamic 
theological movement of our time" (Anthony Camoolo, P artly  Right 
[Waco: Word Books, 1985], p. 145). For bibliographic references to  
Latin  American lib e ra tio n  theology see Jesus M. D iaz, M. Baizan, e t 
a l . ,  "B ib lio g ra fia ,"  in  Fe c ris tia n a  y cambio social en America 
Latina: Encuentro de El E scoria l, 1972 (Salamanca: Sigueme, T97JT7 
pp. 391-414; Richard O rtiz , "Fuentes b ib lio g ra ficas  para una teologia  
de la  secularizacion en America Latina ," in  Fe y secularizacion en 
America Latina, eds. J. Combi in  e t a l . (Bogota: CELAM, 1972J, pp. 
69-79; FT V. Vanderhoff, Bibliography: Latin  American Theology of 
Liberation  (Ottawa: Mimeographed, 1972)'; Roger Vekemans, Desarroilo y 
reveiacion, Ig les ia  y lib e rta d , b ib lio g ra fia  (Barcelona! Herder,
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7noted th a t although Latin American lib e ra tio n  theology is  deeply
rooted in  contemporary theological developments, to l im it  i t  to these 
influences would f a i l  to perceive its  d is tinctiveness and dynamic 
character. The theology which emerges from Latin  America a fte r  
centuries of theological silence must be understood above a ll  as an 
attempt to respond to i ts  h is to rica l context marked by the
overwhelming presence of the poor. In fa c t ,  Leonardo Boff, one of the
leading lib e ra tio n  theologians, in s is ts  that i t  is  impossible to 
understand lib e ra tio n  theology as something p rio r to or apart from 
the extreme poverty to  which "m illions o f our brothers in the Latin  
American continent are condemned."^
Under the sp ec ific  conditions of Latin  America, i t  is
1972); Vekemans, Teologia de la  liberacion y cris tianos por el 
socialismo (Bogota: CEDIAL, 1976), pp. Z2i-281; Therrin  Dahlin, The 
Catho1ic~Teft in L a t in America: A Comprehensive Bib!iography (Boston: 
ITI fC Hal 1, 1981 ) .  T o r  "bibliographic references to " lib era tio n
ecciesio logy," see Avery Dulles and P atrick G ran fie ld , The Church. A 
Bibliography (Wilmington, DE.: Michael G laz ie r, 1985).
^L. Bof*, "Declaracidn" in T. Cabestrero, Los teologos de la  
liberac ion  en Puebla (Madrid: B ilbao, 1979), p. 70; the trans la tion  
7s mine). G utierrez remarks that "the recent h istory of Latin  
America is  distinguished by the disturbing discovery o f the world of 
the other—the poor, the exploited class" (A Theology, p. 76 ). I t  
should be no surprise th a t concern fo r socio-economic and p o lit ic a l  
lib e ra tio n  emerged from the Third World. Comprising the great 
m ajority  of mankind, fo u r - f if th s  of the inhabitants of the planet 
here s tr iv e  and often f a i l  "to survive with the aid of a meager 
twenty percent of the goods o f the earth ."  Walbert Biihlmann, The 
Coming of the Third Church: An Analysis o f the Present and Future of 
the Cnurch (M aryknoll, N. V .: Orbis Books, 1978), pi 31 see Ronald 
Sider, tfTch C hristians in an Age of Hunger (Downers Grove: In te r -  
Vars ity  Press, 1977). In the Latin  American countries, a m inority of 
5-10% generally controls h a lf the wealth, whereas the lower th ird  of 
the population may receive only 5% of the wealth. P h ill ip  Berryman, 
"Latin  American Liberation Theology," ThSt 34 (1973):386.
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8contended, theology must have a special function. More than anywhere 
e ls e , theology in th is  context cannot be an "academic" preoccupation 
with the past or mere re p e tit io n  of ancient dogmas, or even a 
c r it ic a l-h is to r ic a l  exegesis o f Scrip ture. I t  must be above a ll  a 
lib e ra tin g  force, committed to  "humanize the oppressed" and devoted 
more to  "change" r e a li ty  than to  "understand" or " in te rp ret"  i t J  In 
the Latin American s itu a tio n , th ere fo re , theology cannot be less than 
a theology which stands fo r lib e ra tio n .
B asically  concerned in  re la tin g  the teaching of the C hristian
f~ *th  to the s ituation  o f the poor and oppressed, and seeking to
address theological re fle c tio n  to th e ir  struggles, lib e ra tio n  th eo l-
2
ogy breaks rad ica ly  with tra d it io n a l approaches to theology. What 
lib e ra tio n  theologians propose, however, is  not simply a theology 
th a t deals with the issues of lib e ra tio n , but ra ther one that 
attempts to reactua lize  the e n tire ty  of C hristian fa i th ,  doctrine, 
and l i f e  from the perspective of the poor; a theology "from below," 
or as G utierrez describes i t ,  a theology "from the underside of 
h is to ry ."  From such a perspective, lib e ra tio n  theologians claim ,
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 18; also G utierrez, "The Hope of 
L ib era tio n ,"  in Gera id H. Anderson, e d ., Mission Trends No 5: Third 
World Theologies (New York: P au lis t Press, 1976), p. 68.
p
Orlando Costas regards the break o f lib e ra tio n  theology with  
tra d it io n a l theology as rad ical as Karl Barth's Romerbrief break with  
nineteenth century lib era lism  or Jiirge Moltmann's Theology of Hope 
break with Barthian theology. The Church and I ts  Mission: 
Shattering C ritique from the T.'.ircT world (Whcaion, I L . : Tyndale 
House, 1974), p. I t 4.
^This expression, which has become classic in contemporary 
theology (V ic to rio  Araya, El Dios de los Pobres [San Jose, Costa
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they can a ffirm  orthodox C hristian  b e lie f  while in terpretin g  i t  in a 
ra d ic a lly  new fashion.
Liberation theology stresses th a t there are two central 
in tu itio n s  to  i ts  form ulation: one is  methodological and the other is
i ts  frame o f reference.^ While the former takes the poor as the
2 3p riv ileged  locus and h is to rica l subject fo r  theological re fle c tio n ,
the la t te r  stresses th a t God, as a lib e ra tin g  God, takes uncondition­
a lly  the side o f the poor. According to i ts  method, lib e ra tio n  
theology in s is ts  th a t p r io r ity  must be given to lib e ra tiv e  praxis 
mediated by the instrumental use of the social analysis, as the
Rica: Departamento Ecumenico de Investigaciones, 1985], p. 18, n. 2 ) ,  
was coined by Gustavo G utierrez and appeared as the t i t l e  of one of 
his works, El reverso de la  h is to ria  (Lima: Centro de Estudios y 
Publicaciones, 19 /7). in nis dook ine Power of the Poor in History 
(Maryknoll, N. Y .: Orbis Books, 195771 Gutierrez devotes a wnoie 
chapter to  a discussion of the "Theology from the Underside of 
H istory ," pp. 169-221. Although D ie trich  Bonhoeffer had spoken of a 
vision of h istory from the "viewpoint of the powerless, oppressed and 
suffering" (Letters and Papers from Prison [New York: Macmillan, 
1962] p. 17), b u tie rrez , as icn i i leoeexx notes, "is  the f i r s t  in 
modern history to  reactua lize  the great themes of C hristian theology 
from a fundamental option fo r  the poor." "Presentacion de Gustavo 
G utierrez," SE (1979):464 (the tran s la tio n  1s mine).
^See GutiSrrez, "Two Theological Perspectives: Liberation
Theology and Progressivist Theology," in  The Emergent Gospel, ed., 
Sergio Torres and V irg in ia  Fabella (MarykrioTT! N. r . :  urbis Books,
1978), p. 247.
^Ib1d, 242; GutiSrrez asserts th a t "the poor 1s the 
methodological point o f departure fo r a l l  our e ffo r ts  o f theological 
re fle c tio n "  (The Power of the Poor, p. 219, n. 67). This approach, 
he remarks, Ts in  r ia t  contradiction to  the dominant progresista  
theology o f the L'est, which adopts a d iffe re n t h is to ric a l subject to r  
i t s  re fle c tio n  ("Teologia desde el reverso de la  h is to r ia ,"  p. 393).
^"Without the poor us subject, theology degenerates in to  
academic expertise" (Two Theological Perspectives," p. 247); idem, 
"South American Liberation Theology,“ p. 116.
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normative element: th is  is  the f i r s t  a c t. Theology is  the second a c t. 
I t  comes la te r  and re fle c ts  on the p rio r commitment to  l ib e ra t io n .1 
Since the b ib lic a l data belongs to  the "second a c t,"  i t  remains at 
the secondary comparative and descriptive lev e l.
While attempting to a lign  the Church with the oppressed 
struggling class, the Latin American theologians o f lib e ra tio n  have 
concluded that the tra d itio n a l s p ir itu a liz in g , fa ta l is t ic ,  and 
p a te rn a lis tic  approaches to  the poor have contributed to neu tra lize  
a ll progressive forces fo r change and must be abandoned. In th e ir  
e ffo r t  to provide a basis fo r the Church's e ffe c tiv e  involvement in  
the cause of lib e ra tio n , lib e ra tio n  theologians approach the poor and 
poverty along the lines of th e ir  stated method. This, however, 
implies a problem in re la tio n  to the id e n tity  of the poor. I f  the 
theological process is based on the praxis of a p a rtic u la r economic 
and s o c io -p o litic a l mode of analysis, which precedes and informs 
theological re fle c tio n , who, then, are the poor, what are the 
c r ite r ia  fo r th e ir  id e n tif ic a tio n , and what is  the main ra tio n a le  fo r  
siding with them? Surely, as indicated by th e ir  frame of reference, 
lib e ra tio n  theologians understand th e ir  commitment to  the oppressed 
as an im ita tio n  o f Yahweh's h is to rica l concern fo r  the poor, but i f  
th e ir  "option fo r the poor" is  p rim arily  informed by a p rio r
C o n s is ten tly  G utierrez has affirmed that "from the beginning 
the theology of lib e ra tio n  posited that the f i r s t  act is  involvement 
in the lib e ra tio n  process, and th a t theology comes afterw ard, as a 
second act" (The Power of the Poor, p. 200; idem, "Lo importante es 
la  liberac ion , no la teo lo g ia ,"  Processo, February 5, 1979, pp. 9-11; 
idem,La pastoral de la  Ig les ia  an America Latina: Analysis teologico  
(Montevideo: MIEC-JECI, TgBBV/'chap.1.-----------------------------------------------------
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p o lit ic a l analysis and commitment at the level o f the " f i r s t  act" 
(p ra x is ), to what extent is i t  fa ith fu l to the b ib lic a l notion of the 
poor and God's concern fo r them, which comes in to  the p icture  la te r ,  
at the "second level"?
Aim and Plan o f the Study
The c e n tra lity  of the poor in  the minds of Latin American
lib e ra tio n  theologians is  evident. In fa c t ,  the "theme of the poor"
has been considered "the driv ing  force of th is  new re f le c t io n .1,1 For
some, in i ts  protest against the s p ir itu a liz a t io n  of the poor and
poverty, lib e ra tio n  theology swings the pendulum to the opposite
2
extreme, thus substituting a one-dimensional perspective fo r  anotheic 
Others have assumed th a t the approach of lib e ra tio n  theology consists 
in  the id e n tific a tio n  o f the poor in  Latin America with the poor of 
the Gospels.3 S t i l l  others charge the theologians of lib e ra tio n  of
4
confusing the poor of the B ible with the modern concept of class. No 
deta iled  study, however, has addressed the crucia l aspects of the 
issue. The aim of th is  investiga tion  is  to  examine and re fle c t
^Juan Marcos Rivera ar.d Moises Rosa Ramos, "A R eflection from 
the Church of Latin America," in Mission in Dialogue, ed. Mary Motte 
and Joseph R. Lang (M aryknoll, N. Y.: orbis Books, 1982), p. 160.
3Harvie Coon, "Theologies o f L iberation: Toward a Common 
View," in Tensions in Contemporary Theology, pp. 336-337.
3Rivera and Ramos, p. 160.
V lfo n so  L. T r u j i l lo ,  L iberation or Revolution (Huntington, 
IN .:  Our Sunday V is ito r , 1977;, pp. ia - iy ;  uonaventure Kloppenburg,
The People's Church (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1978), pp.
1 1 2 -1 T T
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c r i t ic a l ly  on the concept o f the poor at work in  the formulation of 
Latin  American theology of lib e ra tio n . Although the focus of 
atten tio n  is  kept in  re la tio n  to  th is  cen tra l concern, the c irc le  of 
in te re s t is  wider and e n ta ils  some fundamental questions: (1) How
does the adopted concept of the poor function w ith in  the method of 
l ib e ra tio n  theology? In th is  re la tio n , a tten tion  is  given to the 
meaning o f doing theology “from below," the eplstemological approach 
1n re la tio n sh ip  to what is  being opposed. (2) Since lib e ra tio n  
theology proposes a global revis ion  of theology "from the perspective 
o f the poor," how does i ts  understanding of the poor a ffe c t its  
theological content? How are theological themes such as salvation , 
re ve la tio n , sin and a b i l i ty ,  eschatology and Christology
rein terpreted? (3) P a rt ic u la r ly , how 1s the concept of the poor
a rtic u la te d  ir. i ts  in tegral re la tionsh ip  with the Church and its  
mission? Here special a tten tion  is  paid to  the notion of "the Church 
o f the poor" and the terms in  which i t  must express "option fo r the 
poor." (4) F in a lly , what is  the b ib lic a l basis claimed fo r  a partisan  
theology and church? How does the poor— as defined according to the 
theological method of lib e ra tio n  theology— determine i ts  hermeneu­
t ic a l  approach and "rereading" of Scripture?
This theological study is  divided in to  three chapters, apart 
from the introduction and conclusion. Chapter I  attempts to  trace a 
major o u tlin e  of the h is tory  of re la tio n sh ip  between Catholic
eccles io log ica l thought and the social structure in  Latin America. I t  
1s divided In to  two main sections. The f i r s t ,  a fte r  a b r ie f  h is to r i­
cal background, deals with the two ecclesio log ical models through
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which the Roman Catholic Church expressed its  l i f e  in  Latin  America 
during the pre-Vatican I I  period. The second part examines the post- 
C onciliar Latin  American Catholicism, taking notice of the trends 
which progressively led some sectors o f the Catholic Church to a 
decisive "option fo r  the poor," an option which, in  the eyes of many, 
reaches i ts  climax in the emergence of lib e ra tio n  theology.
Chapter I I ,  which consists mainly of a cross-section of 
w ritings of selected lib e ra tio n  theologians, attempts, f i r s t ,  to 
understand the meaning o f theological re fle c tio n  from the perspective 
of the poor. This b r ie f analysis of the method of lib e ra tio n  theology 
forms the indispensable background fo r  the understanding of the 
concept of the poor which emerges most c le a rly  in  the context of 
lib e ra tio n  ecclesiology. The las t part of chapter I I  is  devoted to  
an analysis of l ib e ra tio n is t  hermeneutical postures in the lig h t of 
i ts  understanding of the poor. Here the re fle c tio n  is  focused on 
l ib e ra tio n  theology's approach to the selected tex ts  of Scripture.
Chapter I I I  consists mainly of a c r i t ic a l  evaluation of the 
findings of chapters I and I I .  This chapter is  divided in to  three 
main sections. The t i r s t  focuses on the im plications of theological 
re fle c tio n  s ta rtin g  with the "poor" as conceived by lib era tio n  
theologians. The second re fle c ts  on the im plications of l ib e ra tio n is t  
concept of the poor fo r i ts  ecclesio logical form ulation, and the 
th ird  is  devoted to an analysis of the poor in tex ts  of Scripture  
used by lib e ra tio n  theologians in  order to  give a b ib lic a l basis to  
the construction of th e ir  systematic theological positions.
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HMethodology
In an attempt to bring to the surface the concept o f the 
poor sustained by lib e ra tio n  theology, th is  study examines the ideas 
of representative lib e ra tio n  theologians, expressed in  th e ir  
a va ilab le  o rig ina l sources, which have a bearing on the poor. This is  
done by means of a process— as objective as possib le --o f description  
and in te rp re ta tio n . As the primary sources are perused, a tten tion  is  
focused on the kind of emphasis given to the subject, how the concept 
o f the poor 1s a rticu la te d , and the way in  which i t  functions w ithin  
the general thought of lib e ra tio n  theology, p a rtic u la r ly  in 
connection with i ts  ecclesiology.
Since theological re fle c tio n  is  not worked out in a vacuum 
and theology cannot be divorced from h is to ry , appropriate h is to ric a l 
information is  included to provide the necessary perspective. This is 
done by means of a survey o f primary and secondary sources re la ted  to 
th is  study. Of p a rticu la r In te re s t are the documents of Vatican 
Council I I  dealing with ecclesiology and social issues, as well as 
the documents produced by the Medellin and Puebla conferences. Here 
a lso , description is  intermingled with in te rp re ta tiv e  insights which 
take note of trends, emphasis, developments, varia tio n s , and 
reform ulations as they may occur. Description and in te rp re ta tio n  
are followed by a process o f c r i t ic a l  evaluation. Here the strengths 
and weaknesses of lib e ra tio n  theology's concept of the poor are 
assessed on the basis of a v a rie ty  o f c r it e r ia ,  including general 
lo g ic , theological consistency, exegetical and hermeneutical cogency, 
and consonance with the b ib lic a l data. The general approach to  the
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issues under discussion re fle c ts  a C hristian evangelical perspective.
Lim itations
Although the Protestant contribution to lib e ra tio n  theology 
has not been without s ign ificance, with notable exceptions such as 
Jose Mfguez Bonino (Methodist) and Rubem Alves (P resbyterian), 
lib e ra tio n  theology has been mainly id e n tif ie d  with the Roman 
Catholic Church. This work, therefo re , is  concerned with the Roman 
Catholic expression of Latin American lib e ra tio n  theology.
Because of the ever-broadening scope of lib e ra tio n  theology 
and i ts  impact on v ir tu a lly  every segment o f the theological 
spectrum, i t  has been necessary to l im it  the f ie ld  o f study in th is  
d isserta tio n . This research concentrates p a rtic u la r ly  on the
thought o f leading theologians of the movement: p rim arily  Gustavo
1 2 G utierrez, and secondarily Jon Sobrino, the B raz ilian s , Leonardo
G utierrez, a Peruvian (b. 1928), studied medicine and 
philosophy in Lima. From 1951-1955 he studied philosophy and 
psychology at the U niverstiy o f Louvain, in Belgium. As generally  
observed, 1c was while he was at Louvain th a t G utierrez began his 
close friendship with Camilo Torres, who arrived in  1953 from 
Colombia to  pursue studies 1n the social sciences and la te r  became a 
revolutionary symbol in Latin  America. From 1955-1950 Gutierrez  
studied theology at Lyon, France, and at the Gregorian U niversity of 
Rome. Gutifirrez is  considered the "systematic theologian" c f the 
movement (Costas, The Church and Its  Mission, p. 223). His magnum 
opus, A Theology c i Li Deration, nas been translated  into  several 
languages^ and according to Robert McAffee Brown, an in flu e n tia l 
North American Protestant theologian, th is  work may well be the most 
Important book of the '70s.
‘ Jesuit p ries t Jon Sobrino 1s a professor o f philosophy and 
theology at the Universidad Jose Simeon Canas of El Salvador. Born 
in  Barcelona, Sobrino has earned his doctorate in  theology from the 
Hochschule Sankt Georgen, Frankfurt. He is  the author of two in flu en - 
c ia l works, Christoiogy at the Crossroads: A Latin American Approach
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1 2  3Boff and Hugo Assmann, Uruguain Juan Luis Segundo, and Mexican
Jose P. Miranda.4 These representative theologians have been selected
because o f the immense influence they have exercised on lib e ra tio n
theology and the a u th o rita tive  character of th e ir  w ritings.
(1978) and The True Church and the Poor (1984), both published by 
Orbis Books.
^Leonardo Boff (b . 1944) is  a professor o f systematic 
theology in  B ra z il. He received his doctorate at the U niversity of 
Munich under the la te  theologian Karl Rahner. He has w ritten  several 
major theological works, the best known of which are Jesus Christ 
Liberator (1978) and Church Charisma and Power (1985), botn puonsneo 
oy UrDis.
p
Hugo Assmann (b .1933) studied philosophy and sociology 1n 
B ra z il, and theology in Rome, and has a lic e n tia te  in  social sciences 
and a doctorate 1n theology. Generally considered the apologist of 
the movement (Costas, The Church and Its  Mission, p. 223), Assman, as 
evident in  his main worE Upresion-Lioeracion: Desafio a los
Cristianos (1971), 1s a stern c r i t ic  ot Nortn A tla n tic  tneoiogies.
3
Segundo, who holds the doctorate from the U niversity of 
Louvain, Belgium, also studied a t the Faculty of L ite ra tu re  a t the 
U niversity of Paris . A Jesuit born in Uruguay (1925), he has studied 
extensively both theology and sociology, and in 1974-1975, was a 
guest lec tu rer a t the Harvard U niversity D iv in ity  school. From these 
lectures came his most recent book, The Liberation of Theology (Orbis
1976). Before th a t he had w ritte n  a rive-voiume series , A Theology 
fo r Artisans of a New Humanity (Orbis, 1973-1974).
4Jose P o rfir io  Miranda was born 1n Mexico (1928). He studied 
economics at the U n iversities  of Munich and Munster and received his 
l ic e n t ia te  in  B ib lica l Sciences from the B ib lica l In s t itu te  in  Rome 
(1967). Miranda has been a Professor o f Philosophy of Law and 
Exegesis in  Mexico C ity , and also worked as an adviser and lec tu re r  
fo r  workers and student groups throughout his country. The w ritings  
of these theologians re f le c t  the convergence of two strong 
influences: th e ir  formal academic tra in in g  and th e ir  d irec t contact 
with the masses of Latin American poor.
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CHAPTER I
HISTORICAL AND THEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND OF LATIN AMERICAN 
ROMAN CATHOLIC ECCLESIOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL LIFE
In order to  understand and in te rp re t co rrec tly  the theologi­
cal postures assumed in recent times by progressive sectors of the 
Latin American Roman Catholic Church, i t  is  necessary to put these 
in to  th e ir  theological and h is to ric a l context. Past h is to ry  and 
present r e a l i ty  in the l i f e  of the Catholic Church^ in Latin  America 
are so intertw ined th a t, as I .  V a llie r  observes, to know what the 
Church is  and what lines of change i t  is  now taking , i t  is  imperative 
to  know what i t  was and where i t  stood in the tra d itio n a l social 
order. "The changes th a t are reportedly occurring in  Latin American 
Catholicism ," he adds, "cannot be separated from its  e a r lie r
ch arac te ris tics  nor from the mechanisms i t  re lie d  on to achieve its  
2
o b je c tiv e s ."
To provide perspective, th is  chapter attempts to uncover the
^The t i t l e  Catholic Church in  th is  d isserta tion  is  used as 
equivalent to Roman Catholic Church.
2
Ivan V a ll ie r ,  "Religious E lite s : D iffe re n tia tio n s  and Devel­
opment in Roman Catholicism," in  E lite s  in  Latin America, ed., Seymour 
Mart and Aldo Solari (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 1969), p. 191. 
Jose Combi in  remarks th a t no one can grasp the present s ituation  of 
the Catholic Church in Latin America without knowing something of the 
antecedents th a t created i t .  The Church and the National Security  
State (M aryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1979), p. So.
17
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h is to ric a l and theological roots of the modern dilemma in which Latin  
American Catholicism liv e s . The in tention  is  not to re te ll  the 
history of the Catholic Church in  the continent,^ but to re ta in  
those d e ta ils  d ire c tly  re lated  to the basic purpose of th is  in v e s ti­
gation.
This chapter is  divided in to  two main sections. The f i r s t ,  
a fte r  a b r ie f  discussion of Catholic medieval ecclesiology, deals 
p rim arily  with the ecclesio logical pattern of Latin  American C atholi­
cism and the way i t  affected the re la tio n s  between the Church and the 
society in which the la t te r  existed from the beginning of Catholicism  
in the continent to  Vatican Council I I .  The second focuses on post- 
c o n c ilia r  Catholicism in Latin America, noticing the trends of the 
period, p a rtic u la r ly  those re la ted  to the emergence of Liberation  
Theology, when the theological pendulum shifted  strongly w ithin the 
Latin American spectrum and the poor became a main issue in the l i f e  
of the Catholic Church in  the continent.
For Catholicism in Latin America, see Enrique Dussel, A 
History of the Church in Latin America (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co. 1981); Antonio de Engana, H is to ria  de la  Ig les ia  en 
America Espahola desde el descubrimiento hasta comienzos del s ig lo 
Xix (Madrid: Ca E d ito ria l C ato lica , 1966;; Frederick Bl Pike,
"Catholicism  in Latin America," in  The Church in  a Secularised 
Society, ed., Roger Aubert (New York: p au lis t Press, 1978), pp. 3Z I-
381; W illiam . J. Colemann, Latin American Catholicism (Maryknoll, 
N .Y .: Maryknoll Publicationsl 1958); 31 Lloyd Mecham, Church and 
State in  Latin America (Chapel H i l l :  The U niversity  o f North Carolina  
Press, (966). For additional bibliography, Richard E. Green lea f, 
ed., The Roman Catholic Church in Colonial Latin  America (New York: 
Alfred Knopf, 1971), pp. 265-372) and C. FT Hcrir.g, The Spanish 
Empire in rtirierica (New York: Oxfora U niversity  Press, 1947), pp7 
363-366.
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The Church of the Rich 
In his message to  the world four weeks before the opening 
of Vatican Council I I ,  John X X III declared that confronted by the 
under-developed countries, "the Church presents herse lf as she is  
and wants to  be, the Church of a l l  men, but in p a rticu la r the Church 
of the poor."^ Yet, when considered socio log ically  and as a whole, 
the l i f e  of the Latin American Roman Catholic Church, continuing a 
long tra d it io n , was re fle c tin g  a d iffe re n t r e a l i ty .  As Alvaro 
Barreiro remarked, "One would have to  say, changing John XXI11 s 
assertion, th a t i t  is  the Church of everyone, but especially  the 
r ic h ." 2
John X X III ,  AAS 54 (1962):682, quoted in Yves Congar,
Power and Poverty in tTiF'Church (Baltimore: Helicon, 1965), p. 149.
I f  the Pope's reference to the "Church of the poor" is  taken to mean 
the "Church made up of the poor," which does not seem to have been 
the intended meaning, he could not have described the Latin American 
Catholic Church more c o rrec tly . In Latin America, where 38 percent 
of the world Catholic population liv e s , two th irds  o f the people are 
undernourished and l iv e  in  extreme poverty; one h a lf of the work 
force is  unemployed or underemployed (Annette Sand, "A Protestant's  
View of Puebla," Missio 3 [19793:279). In his description of South 
America, Arthur Schlesinger, Sr., gives a graphic vision of the stark  
re a li ty :  "Here is  a subcontinent where one-eighth more people than 
the population of the United States subsists on less than one-eighth  
of our gross national product, where 5 percent of the people receive  
a th ird  o f the income and 70 percent l iv e  in abject poverty, and 
where in  country a fte r  country the p o lit ic a l and social structures  
are organized to keep things tha t way." Conscientization fo r  
Liberation , ed. Louis M. Colonnese (Washington: D ivision fo r  Latin  
America, U.S. Catholic Conference, 1971), p. 223. Therefore, i t  is  
hardly surprising th a t Alvaro B arreiro argues th a t the Pope's 
declaration is  tru e r as an optative and imperative (what the Church 
intends and ought to be) than as an in d ica tive  (what 1t is ) .  Basic 
Ecclesial Communities: the Evangelization of the Poor (Maryknol1, 
N.Y: Orbis Books, 1981), p. 4.
2Ib id . Commenting on John X X III 's  statement, G. Hourdin 
observed th a t in the la s t centuries, the Church has appeared as being
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From the period of the conquest and colonization of Latin
America, the Church defined i ts  place w ith in  the h is to rica l context
of the social process of the continent as a dependent partner of
ru lin g  classes and priv ileged e l i t e s j  a condition that remained
unchanged through the nineteenth-century wars of independence and
in d u s tr ia liz a tio n . I t  "has survived to modern times, and became a
root cause of the growing d iv is ion  between a Church of accommodation
2
and a Church of lib e ra tio n ."
Although th is  c o a litio n  between the Catholic Church and the 
established order and economically powerful classes has complex and 
in te rre la te d  causes, i t  seems that the tra d itio n a l Catholic under-
the Church of the r ic h , with the m ajority  o f the fa ith fu l from the 
middle and upper classes or conservative rural people of the white 
race, who have invoked the Church's name to  protect th e ir  temporal 
in te re s ts . Cited by Paul Gauthier, Consolez mon peuple, le  Concile 
e t l 'E g lis e  des pauvres (Paris: Les Editions du C ert, 1965), p. 2 z l.
^Thirteen years ago, G utierrez described the ambiguous s itu ­
ation of the Catholic Church in Latin America as fo llow s: "The Church 
is  not only tie d  to the established order in a thousand ways, 
conscious or unconscious, but is  s t i l l ,  in  a way, an in tegra l part of 
i t .  The Church leg itim izes i t ,  sacra liz ing  situations o f in ju s tic e  
and oppression o r, at best giving i ts  blessing to superfic ia l and 
u ltim a te ly  fa llac io u s  e ffo rts  at reform and modernization. And in 
many countries of the continent, four centuries of h istory  have 
produced a strong id e n tific a tio n  of Church structures with those of 
the ru lin g  social system." "Contestation in Latin  America," in 
Contestation in the Church, ed., Tecdoro Jimenez U rresti (New York: 
Herder and Herder, 1971), p. 40.
2Penny Lernoux, "The Long Path to  Puebla," in Puebla and 
Beyond, e d .,  John Eagleson and P h ilip  Scharper (MaryknolTl PTT 
Orbis Books, 1979), p. 3.
One of these causes has to  do with the h is to ric a l and 
theological context of Catholicism at the time i t  penetrated Latin  
America. Coming to the new World during the Counter Reformation, the 
Catholic Church was deeply marked by a defensive syndrome. This
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standing of the Church and i ts  mission became the major cause in 
determining how the re la tio n s  between the Church and society were to 
be expressed.
posture led i t  to  seek the support of the established order and 
economically powerful groups (G utierrez, A Theology, 101).
As I .  V a ll ie r  remarks, another cause to r tne a llia n c e  between
the Catholic Church and ru ling  classes in  Latin  America was the very 
way in  which Catholicism was established throughout the continent. 
Casually disseminated ra ther than c a re fu lly  planted, the Church had 
to  face great distances and geographical is o la tio n . In resu lt each 
ecc les ias tica l u n it became subject to  ex tra -e c c le s ia s tica l controls, 
often deriving i ts  decision-making from local non-relig ious e lite s  
without any control from a united re lig ious  hierarchy. This s ituation  
tended to  create the formation of short-term p o lit ic a l co a litio n s  to  
produce immediate ad hoc solutions to pressing problems The
development o f th is  "strategy of survival" determined th a t p ractical 
problems took precedence ever theological p rinc ip les  and eth ical 
codes (Catholicism, Social Control, and Modernization in  Latin
America [tngiewooa e n r r s ,  N .J .: prentice-nai i lyau], pp. z w b ; see 
also v a l l ie r 's  "Religious E lite s ,"  pp. 191-193.
Furthermore, ,a  great number, i f  not the m ajority  of Latin  
American p ries ts , espec ia lly  during the colonial period, came from 
the upper classes and therefore brought to the Church an upper-class 
m entality  (Ronald M. Glassman, P o lit ic a l History of Latin  America 
[New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1969J pp. i//- ib t> ; v a in e r ,  "Kengious 
E lite s ,"  p. 203). This "upper-class m entality" was strengthened by 
the In te lle c tu a l influence of the colonical Catholic U n ivers ities  in  
Latin  America, which, molded and dominated by the scholastic nature 
o f th e ir  educational philosophy, became in the New World the bastions 
o f a worldview more approprietate to  the Middle Ages with th e ir  
feudal In s titu tio n s  (see Oavid M. Traboulay, "The Church and the 
U niversity  in  Colonial Latin America," ZMissW 63 [1979 ]:294).
According to  another theory, wnen Latin  Americans overthrew 
Spanish ru le  in the early  1800s, the new states seized the ecclesial 
properties . Le ft without means to support i t s e l f ,  the Catholic Church 
became dependent on the wealthy classes (Leonard Gross, "The Catholic  
Church 1n Latin  America," Look, October 9, 1962, p. 32). This
position , however, overlooks two basic fac ts : f i r s t ,  the a llian ce  
between the Church and the wealthy groups in  Latin  America existed  
long before the independence movements of the e a rly  nineteenth 
century. Second, the wars o f independence i n i t i a l l y  did not re a lly  
change the basis of re lig io n 's  re la tio n  to power (J . Andrews K irk, 
Liberation Theology [A tlan ta: John Knox Press, 1579], pp.3-8; c f .  
toward Norman, C h ris tia n ity  in  the Sourthern Hemisphere [Oxford: 
Clarendon Press; iy a i j ,  fT, ITT Curing EKe second RaTT of the 
nineteenth century the Church came under f ie rc e  attack by the
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For most of i ts  h is to ry , the Catholic Church in  Latin  America 
was only an extension of the Catholic Church th a t existed in  Europe, 
espec ia lly  in  the Iberian Peninsula a t the time of the discovery of 
the new lands. Thus the h is tory  of Latin American Catholicism began 
long before i ts  a rr iv a l on the continent and was in e v ita b ly  and 
deeply marked by events which took place w ith in  the Roman Catholic  
Church in  i ts  European medieval context. Therefore, before turning  
our a tten tion  to  Catholic ecclesio log ical developments in Latin  
America, a b r ie f  treatment of Catholic medieval ecclesiology with i ts  
culmination in the post-Tridentine period is  in  order. The follow ing  
section is  devoted to th is  foundational discussion, since i t  vias 
precisely  th is  model of the Church th a t, transported to  the new Word, 
to  a great extent shaped the destiny of Spanish America.
Roman Catholic Medieval Conception o f the Church 
The "Absolutist" Church
H is to rica l conditions in the Middle Ages increasingly moved the 
church to  expand on the Augustinian concept of the "C ity  of God,"^ a
lib e ra ls  and saw considetable confiscation of i t s  properties . 
However, to a ffirm  th a t the Church was le f t  "without means to  support 
i t s e l f "  seems to be a sweeping genera lization . The expropriations  
th a t took place in Mexico with the Ley Lerdo o f 1856 (see Michael P. 
Costoloe, Church Wealth 1n Mexico [Cambridge: U niversity  Press, 1967] 
and Jan Bazant, A lienation  or tne Church Wealth in Mexico [Cambridge: 
U nivers ity  Press'] i y / i ] j  can nardiy oe used as a pattern  fo r  the 
whole continent.
^Augustine's Oe C iv lta te  Dei had a commanding influence 1n 
the Middle Ages. See H e n r i u a n ie i Kops, The Church in  the Dark Ages, 
2 vo ls . (Garden C ity , N. Y.: Doubleday, I9bz). However, as Trevor 
Rowe points out, "few books w ith such influence have been so i l l -  
understood ."  St. Augustine (London: Epworth Press, 1974), p. 105.
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notion that helped to form the ideal of Christendom, the dream of a
C hristian  C iv iliz a t io n ,^  and eventually, as i f  Augustine's vision had
been re a lize d , led the church to understand i t s e l f  as the Kingdom of
2
God upon the earth . I t  should be noted however, th a t, as Richard
Theories were read out of Augustine's De C iv ita te  or into i t  by 
medieval thinkers th a t were quite d iffe re n t from i ts  own. Norman H. 
Baynes, "The P o lit ic a l Ideas of S t. Augustine's De C iv ita te  D e i," in 
8yzantines Studies and Other Essays (London: Athlone P r e s s ,1960), 
ppl 228-306'; Etienne Gilson, Les metamorphoses de la  C ite  de Dieu 
(P aris : L ib ra ir ie  Philosophique T! V rln , 1952); IT Kl Markus,
Saeculum: History and Society in  the Theology of St. Augustine
(Cambridge: University Press, 177071 HI FT F igg is, Tfie P o lit ic a l
Aspects o f S t. Augustine's C ity  o f God (London: Longmans, Green,
1921)'; FT I .  Marrou, S t. August ine and His Influence through the 
Ages (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1957).
Vlthough in the De C iv ita te  Dei Augustine did not propound a
theory of a C hristian  s ta te , neither was he concerned with re la tions
between church and sta te  (Baynes, pp. 292-293), as the Middle Ages 
wore on, his phrases and ideas produced a p o lit ic a l and social ideal 
of an o rgan ica lly  u n ified  Church-State, a C hristian c iv i l iz a t io n .  
Edward R. Hardy, J r.,"T h e  C ity  of God," in  A Companion to  the Study 
of Augustine, ed. Roy Batternhouse (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
1979), p. 257; Everett L. Wilson, "'The C ity of God' and the 
Emergence of Christendom," CovQ 42 (1984):15-25. The Middle Ages, as 
Hans Kiing notes, were marked by an often massive consciousness of a 
real Kingdom of God present on earth . For medieval theology, although 
"deta iled  in te rp re ta tio n s  changed and varied . . . Christendom, the 
corpus christianum guided by regnum and sacerdotium, was fo r  a ll  
D ra c tic a f purposes id en tica l with the c iv ita s  Dei H. Kiiig, The Church 
(Garden C ity , NY: Doubleday, 1976), p. 128. Progressively, however, 
there was a natural tendency to  extend the name of the Church to  
cover Christendom i t s e l f .  Charles Journet, The Church of the Word 
Incarnate, 2 vols (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1955), 1:Z4Z. Etienne 
Gilson also points out th is  strong tendency to " id e n tify  Christendom 
w ith  the Church, as i f  the temporal and h is to ric a l matter had been 
wholly absorbed in to  the s p ir i tu a l i ty  o f i ts  end" ("La tra d itio n  
frangaise et la  ch re tien te ,"  V ig i1e 5 [1 9 3 1 ]:6 8 ). The church i t s e l f  
became the embodiment o f the c iv ita s  D ei.
2For the m ajority  of modern scholars, the equation of the 
c iv ita s  Dei with the ecclesia was not part o f Augustine's thought 
(see E- Gilson, Introduction a 1'etude de saint Augustin [Paris:
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McBrien observes, no element in tra d itio n a l ecclesiology had more
L ib ra ir ie  Philosophique J. Vrin , 1943], p. 238; fo r contrary position  
see F. E. Cranz, "De C iv ita te  Dei XV, 2 and Augustine's Idea of the 
C hristian  Society," Speculum 25 C1960]:219). Although i t  seems 
evident that the c iv ita s  Dei is  much more than the ecclesia (Baynes 
pp. 302-303; A. Lauras and H. Rondet, "Le theme des deux c ites  dans 
l'ouvre  de saint Augustin," EAug 1 [1953]: 97-160; Ccngar,"C ivitate  
e t ecclesia chez Augustin. H is to ire  de la  recherche: son etat
present," ReAug 3 [1957]: 1 -14), at times Augustine does id e n tify  the 
Church with the c iv ita s  Dei (De Civ. X I I I ,  16, V I I I .  24, XVI, 2; also
Enchiridion de f id e  spe e t c a r ita te  (see Gerhart Ladner, The Idea of
Reform [canton dge: Harward University Press, 1959], ppl 272-261). 
Furthermore Augustine's in te rp re ta tio n  of the millennium (Rev. 
2 0 :1 -6 ), where the Church is  seen as the h is to ric a l form of the 
thousand-year kingdom and hence as the Kingdom of Christ (De Civ. XX, 
7, 8, 9 ) ,  provided additional support fo r the id e n tif ic a tio n  of the 
Church with the Kingdom. See Elwyn A. Smith, "The Impact of St. 
Augustine's M illen ia lism  on the Function of Church Trad ition ," JEcSt 
3 (1966):130-145; Kunq, p. 128.
Leaders of the medieval Church, follow ing especially  the 
example of Gregory I (c 540-604), regarded the Church as 'the Kingdom 
of God'. See Margaret Deansly, A History of the Medieval Church 590- 
1500 (London: Methen, 1960), pp. 15-29; Wilhelm Pauck, "The Idea of
the Church in Christian H istory ," ChH 21 (1952): 192. Eventually, as
M. Hoffman notes, the Church couldUnderstand herse lf as God's state  
on earth , a w orldly , even p o lit ic a l agent wielding s p ir itu a l power. 
"Church and History in  Vatican 11' s Constitution on the Church: A 
Protestant Perspective," ThSh (1968): 195-195; see also Yves Congar, 
L 'E g lise  de saint Augustin a l'epoque moderne (Paris: Les Editions du 
C e rf, 1970), pp. 51-197; Karl Frederick Morrison, The Two Kingdoms: 
Ecclesiology in Carolingian P o lit ic a l Thought (Princeton: Princeton 
U niversity  Press, 1964). Progressively th is  fusion o f the h is to rica l 
and the eschatological which made the Church here and now identica l 
with the Kingdom of God, became a normative ecc les io log ica l pattern. 
Ecclesiologists such as James of V iterbo, John of Torquemada, and 
Robert Bellarmine increasingly id e n tifie d  the Church as God's 
Kingdom, thus establishing a standard conception fo r la te r  centuries 
when the key concept in  Catholic ecclesiology was "the Church as the 
kingdom of God." Gustave Weigel, "Catholic Ecclesiology in Our 
Time," C h ris tia n ity  Divided, ad. Daniel J. Callahan e t a l .  (New York: 
Sheed and Ward, 1964), p. 179. In recent times, the complaint of 
Orthodox theologian S. Bulgakov is  very well taken: "Above a l l , "  he
remarks, "Catholicism is  organization; the church as authority  and 
kingdom, c iv ita s  d iv ine in  te rren is" ("Le Ciel sur la  te r ra ,  " Una 
Sancta 3 L1927J:4 3 ). Up to  the time of Vatican I I  th is  understanding 
was s t i l l  strong in  Catholic ecclesio logical thought. C. Journet, in 
a book especially  reconsnended by Pius X I I ,  wrote: "We believe that i t  
is  impossible to avoid id en tify in g  the Church and the Kingdom. These
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serious im plications than th is  notion th a t the church and the Kingdom
were id e n tifia b le .^
The logical resu lts  of th is  equation became re ad ily  apparent
and marked the history of the Catholic expression of Western
C h ris tia n ity  throughout the centuries. This conception resulted in
an ecclesio logia g lo ria e , which tended to  absolutize the church, its
in s titu tio n s  and c le r ic a l hierarchy, w ith a p a ra lle l ecclesiocentric
2
reduction of salvation . In addition, the fusion of the h is to rica l
and the eschatological, expressed in the ecclesio log ical formula 
church/Kingdom, placed great emphasis on the external and v is ib le
are two notions but the same r e a l i ty .  Church is  the Kingdom and the 
Kingdom the Church." L 'Eglise du Verbe Incarne, 2 vols. (Paris: 
uesciee de Brouwer, 1962), 2:227.
^Richard P. hcBrien, The Remaking of the Church (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1973), p. 32; Louis Berkhot, The History o f Christian  
Doctrines (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1980), pp. 232-233.
p
The id e n tific a tio n  of the Church with the Kingdom provided a 
basis fo r the absolute claims o f the v is ib le  Church. Robert D. 
Haight, "Mission: The Symbol fo r Understanding the Church Today," 
ThSt 37 (1974): 628, n. 13. "To apply to  the Church what is  said in  
the New Testament about the reign o f God," Ku'ng remarks, "w ill 
in e v ita b ly  lead to an in to le rab le  g lo r if ic a t io n  o f the Church, the 
presentation o f an ecclesio logia g lo r ia , with the Church as i ts  end" 
(The Church, pp. 130-131). Peter HebbIethwaite also notes th a t where 
Church and the Kingdom are id e n tif ie d , there is  the danger of 
" in s titu tio n a liz a tio n  and making absolute o f the v is ib le  Church." 
Theology o f the Church (Notre Dame: Fides, 1969), p. 3 3 ). The Church 
came to  perceive i t s e l f  as the exclusive depository of grace, being 
transformed in to  a h ierarch ical and sacramental in s titu tio n  fo r  
salvation , an understanding e x p lic it ly  assumed in  the famous axiom 
extra  ecclesiam nulla  salus. Under th is  abso lu tis t conception, the 
Church was pictured as the "ark of sa lvatio n ,"  the "bark of Peter,"  
"rid ing  triumphantly over the billows of l i f e ,  i ts  captain the pope, 
i ts  crew the bishops, and i ts  cargo the huddled masses of the la i ty  
whom they have rescued from the waves." George A. Lindbeck, The 
Future of Roman Catholic Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1970), p. 
7T.-----------------------  -----------------------
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Church.1 I t  also promoted the development o f strong ecclesio- 
?centrism.
Besides th is  h int fo r the Christendom vis ion  and eventual 
equation of the church with the Kingdom, De C iv ita te  Dei provided for  
medieval re fle c tio n  a p a ra lle l lin e  of theological in te rp re ta tio n  of 
decisive s ign ificance. Augustine's d u a lity  between sin and grace, 
as in terpreted  in  the so cio p o litica l context in  which the Church 
liv e d , gave o rig in  to what has been h is to r ic a lly  ca lled  "P o lit ic a l 
Augustinianism," a conception which became the basis fo r  the 
re la tio n s  between the church and the p o lit ic a l society and greatly
Since the Church is the v is ib le  Kingdom of God upon the 
earth , concern fo r  the v is ib le  and external expression of its  
in s titu tio n a l forms, sacramental r e a l i t ie s ,  and ju r id ic a l structures  
in the midst of human society was unavoidable. Probably the best 
symbol of th is  development is  found in Robert Bellarm ine's d e fin itio n  
of the Church and his understanding of membership in  i t  (see below, 
p. 35).
^ " If  the Church alone is  the Kingdom of God," Berkhof re ­
marks, "then a ll  C hristian duties and a c t iv it ie s  must take the form 
of services rendered to  the Church, fo r Christ speaks of the Kingdom 
as the highest good and as the goal of a l l  C hris tian  endeavour. 
Natural and social l i f e  thus assumed a one-sided churchly character" 
(p. 233). This was precisely the heart of the Christendom m entality  
(see G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 53-54). A real Verkirchlichung--which  
in jected  ecc les ias tica l influence in to  a ll  phases of 1ife--w as  
accomplished to  such a remarkable extent th a t the Church came to be 
seen as the center o f h is tory  (Richard McBrien, Do We Need the 
Church? [New York: Harper & How, 1969], p. 104), permeating aTT 
spheres o f personal and social existence with h ierarch ica l controls  
and sacramental blessing (Pauck, pp. 202-204; Mc3rien, p. 105).
3See H. X. A rq u illiS re , L1Augustinisme p o litiq u e  (Paris: 
L ib ra ir ie  Philosophique J. V rin , 1972); Henri de Lubac, Augustinian- 
ism and Modern Theology (New York: Herder and Herder, 1969). FtF- a 
b r ie f  synthesis, see ftiguel Manzanera, "La Ig le s ia  en la  sociedad 
po lT tica  secularizada," EDeusto 20 (1972): 452-455.
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reinforced the abso lu tis t v ision of the Church. Elaborating on
Augustine's notion th a t c iv i l  government is rooted in human
sinfulness,^ the church ju s t if ie d  i ts  in tervention in  the temporal
sphere, which under the law of sin lacked autonomy and consequently
2
could not ex is t outside of i t ,  the exclusive depository of grace.
The re s u lt was not only a symbiotic re la tionsh ip  between the
s p ir itu a l and the temporal in  order to create the ideal o f the
c iv ita s  Dei, o f which the Church was the embodiment, but also meant a
3
complete absorption of the natural in to  the supernatural.
For Augustine the State existed only because men had 
fa lle n  into  s in , and tru e  ju s tic e  was to be found only in  the 
C hris tian  Church (De C iv. XIX 14, 15). The widespread acceptance of 
th is  view not only impeded fo r centuries the development o f any 
adequate theory of the in tr in s ic  d ign ity  of the temporal powers, but 
also led ecc les ias tica l w rite rs  to argue that the m inisters of 
the Church were accordingly q u a lif ie d  to d ire c t a ll  the a c t iv it ie s  of 
secular ru le rs . Brian T ierney, The C ris is  of Church and S tate, 
1050-1300 (Englewood C l i f f s ,  N. J .:  Prentice-HaTIj l964), pp. TDT 
T55T IT. A. Markus "De C iv ita te  Dei, XIX, 14-15 and the 
oriq ins  of p o lit ic a l a u th o rity ,"  JEvThS 16 (1965):68—100; Journet, 
1:246-247.
^See A rq u ille re , L'Augustinisme p o lit iq u e , p. 'IS; Ccngar, 
"Eqiise et monde," le  concile  au jour le jo u r, froisiem e sesssion 
(P aris : Editions du C ert, 1965), p. 113; G utierrez, A fheoiogy, p~p7 
53-54; Miguel Manzanera, Teologia y Salvacion-Liberacion en la obra 
de Gustavo G utierrez (B ilbao: La E d ito ria l v izcaina, 1978), pp. 91, 
98-99. In th is  m entality the ideal fo r  the Kingdom of God had no room 
fo r  a profane, h is to r ic a l p ro je c t, since "no e x is tia  la  autonomia de 
lo  temporal fren te  a la  Ig le s ia , porque el mundo no e x is tia  fuera de 
la  Iq le s ia ."  G utierrez, Cristianism o y te rcer mundo (Bilbao: ZERO,
1973), p. 40.
JA rq u illie re , p. 54. The dominance o f the 's p i r i t u a l1 over 
the 'tem poral' was so pervasive th a t the re su lt was the suppression 
of the d is tin c tio n  between sacred and profane, w ith in  an ecc les io - 
c en tric  s ac ra liza tio n , which led to a re lig io u s  to ta lita r ia n is m  
(Manzanera, Teologia e Salvacion-Liberacion, p. 99 ). Edward Cranz 
notes th a t the C ity of God, the ecc les ia , so completely absorbed the
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Progressively the Church came to occupy a privileged position
in a context pervaded by mass C h ris tia n ity , and in i ts  attempt to
C h ris tian ize  society— an ideal regarded as tantamount to the
establishment of the Kingdom of God, i t  became h is to r ic a lly  bound to
Western cu lture  and its  feudal system. In th is  process, the Church
was not only secularized,^ becoming a temporal power whose authority
was defined 1n terms of m aterial extension and without hesitation
re ly ing  on the sword, i t  was also being reduced e ith e r to a
2
"d ic ta to r ia l monarchy or an a ris to c ra tic  o ligarchy."
Church-centered ecd es io lo g ica l 
concept •Ton
From the th irteen th  century on, as the enormous structure of 
theocracy and theology began to be questioned, the church became
earth ly  c ity  and earth ly  kingship, that i t  became dominant in human 
society, and "history became the story not of two c it ie s  but of one"
(p. 221).
I t  is  s ig n ific a n t that from early  Middle Ages, Spain fu l ly  
endorsed the synthesis between the church and temporal powers. In the 
seventh century, the great Spanish scholar, Is idore of S e v ille , whose 
encyclopedic labors made him the educator of his contemporaries and 
of the generations th a t followed, found the mingling of s p iritu a l 
au th o rity  and temporal power e n tire ly  n a tu ra l. He "even thought i t  
natural th a t te rro r  should be used to  compel the acceptance of 
C hris tian  princip les" (Rops, 2:88-89; A rq u illie re , p. 142; Walter 
Ullmann, The Growth of Papal Government in  the Middle Ages [London: 
Methuen, 19S5J, pp. Z9-30), a notion th a t would la te r influence the 
conquest and evangelization of Latin America.
^ e e  M. Pacaut, La Theocratie: L 'Eglise et le  pouvoir au 
moyen age (Paris: Aubier, 195?;; Roland Bainton, The Reformation oi 
the Sixteenth Century (Boston: Beacon Press, 1952), pp. 3-21.
p
Louis Bouyer, The Church o f God (Chicago: Franciscan Herald 
Press, 1982), p. 41.
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increasingly defensive and centra lized; i ts  claims in te n s ifie d . Thus,
th is  period witnessed a turning point fo r the theological re flec tio n
1 2 on the Church. Facing secular and c iv i l  encroachment, the inroads
o f conciliarism  and the threatening emphasis on the "sp iritu a l
During the early  period of scholastic theology, there was 
no spec ific  tre a tis e  dealing with the Church (Congar, 1I'E g lis e , p. 
217). Scott H. Hendrix points out th a t the locus, De Ecclesla, is  
the most elusive of a ll  the theological loci in medieval 1ite ra tu re .  
Ecclesia in Via (Leiden, Netherlands: E. J. B r i l l ,  1974), p. 2. The 
ecciesioiogy of the scholastics is  fo r the most part to be found in 
th e ir  doctrines of grace and the sacraments. Eric G. Jay, The Church: 
i ts  Changing Image Through Twenty Centuries, 2 vols. (London: SPCK,
1977), l : lT 4 . Perhaps the fu l le s t  treatment of the doctrine of the 
church is th a t o f Thomas Aquinas in his Expositio super symbolo 
apostolorum, w ritten  already w ithin the th irte e n tn  century. 5ee 
Congar, T h e  Idea of the Church in S t. Thomas," The Thomist 1: 
(1939): 331-359; Congar, L 'E g lise , 232-241; Avery uu lies , a  Church 
to Believe In (New York: Crossroad, 1982), pp. 149-169.
2The th irteen th  century, with the rediscovery of A ris to tle ,  
marked a turninq point fo r the history of C hristian thought. See 
Justo Gonzalez, A History of Christian Thought, 3 vols. (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1971), 2:255-290. Under the influence of A ris to tle ,  
Aquinas argued that c iv i l  society did not arise from a corruption of 
human nature but from the in tr in s ic  q u a lity  of human beings. Thus, on 
Thomistic premises i t  became possible to construct a theory of an 
autonomous s ta te , functioning ju s tly  according to  i t s  own laws and 
independent of ecc les iastica l supervision (see Tierney, pp. 165-171; 
T. Eschmann, "St. Thomas Aquinas on the Two Powers," MedSt 20 [1958]: 
177-205). This, however, did not mean the end oT  P o lit ic a l 
Augustinianism. When the church in the scholastic period regarded 
i t s e l f  as a societas perfecta in  contrast to c iv i l  society (Peter 
Riga, The Church Renewed Lwew York: Sheed and Ward, 1966], p. 62), i t  
did not attempt to  re ta in  the meaning of the more recent conception 
of the church as a perfect society, according to  which the autonomy 
of the State is  admitted. Rather i t  re ferred  to  the Church as the 
ultim ate and all-embracing society of redeemed mankind, of which the 
State was only a function. Thomas M. Parker, "The Medieval Origins 
of the Idea o f the Church as a Societas Perfecta ," Miscellanea 
H istoriae  Ecclesiasticae (Louvain: Publications U n ivers ita ires ,
I96 0 ), pfT 23-31. Even Aquinas, a fte r  asserting the essential 
independence of the secular power, ambiguously added that the Pope 
"holds the apex of both a u th o ritie s , the s p ir itu a l and the secular" 
Commentum in VI Libros Sententiarum (1253-1255), c f. E. Lewis, 
Medieval P o litica l" - Ideas (New York: Knopf Press, 1954), p. 566.
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church," with its  d isruptive notion th a t the v is ib le  church on earth
was not to be id e n tif ie d  with God's true church,^ Catholic
ecclesiology progresively became "apologetic, polemical and
canonical."2 As key assumptions such as the authority  of the Pope,
the re a lity  of the Church as an in s titu tio n  fo r sa lvation , the locus
o f the Church's au th o rity , the sacerdotal priesthood, and the
necessity of the sacramental system came under f ie rc e  a ttack, the
defenders of orthodoxy started placing increasing stress on the
3
externa l, v is ib le , and in s titu tio n a l dimensions of the Church.
The l i s t  of the enemies of th a t strand of Catholic ecclesio­
logy which prevailed in  pre-Reformation times—besides the emphasis 
o f men lik e  M arsilius of Padua and William of Ockham (see John J.
Ryan, The Nature, Structure and Function of the Church in W illiam of
Ockham (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1979)—included John w yc litre  ana 
John Hus, who during the course of the fourteenth and fifte e n th  
centuries posed a formidable challenge to Catholic ecclesiological 
thought. W ycliffe and Hus argued th a t only the e le c t are members of 
the Church. Consequently, since predestination is  a matter known only 
to  God, i t  followed th a t the church is essen tia lly  in v is ib le , a 
notion th a t undermined the Christendom conception, based on external 
membership on the Church through the sacramental system. See Eric G. 
Jay, 1:132-136; Matthew Spind, John Hus' Concept of the Church 
(Princeton: Princeton U niversity Press, 1966); fo r bioiiograpny on 
W ycliffe 's  works,see Jay, p. 229, note 18).
2McBrien, Do We Need The Church?, p. 103. From the th irteen th
century on, Yves Congar notes, ecclesiology was b u ilt  l ik e  the Second 
Temple of the Jews, sword in hand (c ited  by Peter Riga, p. 62). This 
strong reaction to c rit ic is m  was in  i t s e l f  a re s u lt o f the Catholic 
understanding of the Church's nature. As McBrien suggests, because 
the conventional ecclesiology held th a t the church was already the 
kingdom of God on earth , to c r i t ic iz e  the church was tantamount to 
c r it ic iz in g  God Himself (The Remaking of the Church, p. 32).
^Starting with James de V iterbo 's De Regimine Christiano, 
considered the "oldest tre a tis e  on the Church" (H. x. A rq u iln e re , Le 
Dlus ancient t r a i te  de 1 'E c lise : Jacques de V iterbe , De Regimine 
Christiano, L1301-13QZJ. etudes des sources e t ed itio n  c ritiq u e  
LParis:"BTound & Gay: 1926J, p. 10), Catholic ecclesio logical tnought 
became reactionary and overly concerned with questions of power and
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In pre-Reformation times, th is  development o f a church- 
centered theology climaxes with the Spanish theologian John of 
Torquemada (d. 1468), considered "one o f the greatest ecclesiologists  
o f the fifte e n th  century."^ His Summa de Ecclesia, published a few 
years before the discovery of the New World, provides a synthesis of 
tra d itio n a l ecclesiological postures,^ as well as important insights  
in to  the mind of the Catholic Church, especia lly  in Spain, on the eve 
o f the discovery of the new lands.*  Torquemada's Summa de
government, with the authority  and rights  of the Church. V iterbo 's  
De Regimine Christiano speaks of the Church as kingdom, which is  
one, holy, catholic  and apostolic . He re fers  to  the Pope as the Vicar 
o f C h ris t, to whom temporal kings ar.d princes are subject. See H. X. 
A rq u ill ie re , "Jacques de V iterb e ,"  D ictionnaire de Theologie 
Catholique, 15 vols. (Paris: L ib ra ir ie  Letouzey e t Aine, 1347),
8:305-309. V iterbo 's work was followed by Giles of Rome De 
Ecclesiastica Potestate; John of Paris De Postestade regia et papaTT 
(both published around 1302), and Agostino Trlont'o Summa de Postate 
(1328); see E. J. Gratsh, Where Pet^r Is: A Survey of Ecclesiology 
(New York: Alba House, 19/b), pp y j-y s ; congar, L'fcghse, pp7 
271-277). McBrien notes tha t a ll  these ecclesio log ical trea tises  
published shortly a fte r  V iterbo 's  De Regimine expressed a reactionary  
theology in the s tr ic te s t sense of the word, "a reaction against 
contemporary challenges to the tra d it io n a l in s titu tio n a l structures  
of the church" (Do We Need the Church? p. 102).
^ ig a ,  p. 63; W. Maguire, John of Torquemada, the Antiquity  
of the Church (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University o f America, 1957).
^John of Torquemada (not to be confused with his nephew, 
Thomas of Torquemada, the Spanish grand in q u is ito r) wrote his 
"masterpiece," as J. C. Fenton c a lls  i t  ("Towards an Adequate 
Theological Treatise De E cclesia," AER 135 [1956 ]:187 ), around the 
middle of the fifte e n th  century (see Gratsch, p. 103; Maguire, p. 
9 ) .  I t  was published posthumously, however, f i r s t  in  1480 and 1489 
( ib id ) ,  i .  e . ,  a few years before the New World opened i ts  doors to  
Spanish Catholic colonization.
3
See Congar, L 'E g lise , p. 340
^Torquemada's Summa de Ecclesia is  important fo r two reasons:
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Ecclesia, regarded as the "most in flu e n tia l pre-Reformation w riting
on the church,^ is  also one o f the strongest evidences of the
2
excessive emphasis on the external nature o f the Church. The Spanish
3
theologian discusses the Church as a 'kingdom,' reaffirm ing  the old
4
formula that there is  no salvation outside the church. As to  the
re la tio n s  between the s p ir itu a l and temporal powers, Torquemada
argues that since the pope possesses the fu llness of s p iritu a l power,
he has ex-consequenti power over the temporal.^
f i r s t ,  fo r i ts  influence on subsequent ecc les io log ists  including 
Bellarmine in Counter-Reformation times; second, as Jay underlines, 
" i t  sets out c le a r ly , close to the beginning o f the Reformation, the 
papal idea of the Church, which a large part of Europe was 
emphatically to  re je c t"  (p. 141). However, i t  is precisely th is  
conception of the church, tenaciously held in Spain and hardened by 
the Counter-Reformation movement, which was transported to Latin  
America, with far-reaching im plications fo r the h istory o f the 
continent.
Venton, p. 187.
Riga, p. 63; Kiing, p. 345; Congar, 1 'E g lise , p. 341. Tor^ uemada’ s 
systematic tre a tis e  gave new foundations to Catholic ecclesiology  
(Ki/ng, p. 570). Torquemada's Summa is  divided In to  four books devoted 
to the Universal Church, the Primacy of the Pope, General Councils, 
and Heretics and Schismatics, but, as Riga notes, "not one word on 
the in te r io r  and s p ir itu a l element o f the Church" ( ib id . ) .  Although 
Torquemada sometimes describes the Church as the congregatio f id e -  
lium, his general emphasis on the h ierarch ical s tructure , and fo r  him 
"the in s titu tio n a l Church as i t  existed in  the m id -fifte e n th  century 
was a development in  accordance with the w ill  o f God" (Jay, p. 141).
3
Summa de Ecclesia 1, 34, c ited  by Jay, p. 140.
4Ib 1 d ., 1, 21, c ited  by Jay, p. 140.
^ Ib id ., 2. 113, c ited  by Congar, p. 341. Torquemada keeps
considerable distance from the h ie ro cra tic  ideas. Under the influence  
of Thomism he recognizes the independence of the two powers ( ib id ) .  
As John Courtney Murray observes, however, during the fourteenth and 
f if te e n th  centuries Christians fo r the most part lo s t hold o f the 
fu l l  im plications of Thomas' philosophy o f the autonomy of the
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The reactionary trend which had marked the ecc les io log i­
cal conception of the preceding period reached its  climax with the 
sixteenth-century Counter-Reformation movement. Facing Protestant 
doctrinal 'innovations,' the Roman Catholic Church a t the Council of 
Trent^ and in  the follow ing years f e l t  compelled to  define matters 
which u n til then were assumed more than e x p lic it ly  proposed. In th is  
polemical context, as Justo Gonzalez notes, "whatever the Protestants 
attacked, now became o f f ic ia l  and fin a l doctrine of the Catholic  
Church."^
p o lit ic a l order. Although Thomistic p o lit ic a l philosophy supported 
the conception of two separate powers w ithin two d is tin c t socie ties , 
i t  s t i l l  had to face a serious r iv a l ,  p o lit ic a l Augustinianism, which 
explained in  quite other terms the orig in  of temporal power, its  
function, and i ts  d is tin c tio n  from the ecc les iastica l power. "St. 
Robert Bellarmine on the In d irec t Power," ThSt 9 (1948):503. Even 
a fte r  Trent the Church was s t i l l  claiming d irec t authority  in the 
temporal order, as evident in  severe papal reactions against the 
theory of the "in d irec t power" (see J. Gonzalez, A History of 
C hristian Thought, 3:191-194; Vicente Beltran de HeredTal "Doctrina 
de Francisco de V ito r ia  sobre las relaciones entre la  Ig le s ia  y el 
Estado y fuentes de la  misma," CienTom 56 [19373*22-39; Murray, pp. 
491-535.
V o r  the Council o f Trent, see Hubert Jedin, History of the 
Council of Trent, 3 vols. (New York: Herder & Herder , 1957). Trent
was marked By two strong charac te ris tics : f i r s t ,  i ts  reactionary  
character, evident in the fac t th a t i t  alone produced more condem­
nations than a ll  previous councils together (see H. Daniel-Rops, The 
Catholic Reformation [New York: E. P. Dutton 1963], p. 135). Second, 
i ts  c la r i ty  in defin ing the dogmas of the Church. Furthermore, i t  
should be kept in  mind th a t the Tridentine Church is  f i r s t  and 
foremost orthodox, concerned above a ll  with the security of doctrine  
and lo y a lty  to already accepted dogmas. Thus the changes brought 
about by Trent did not constitu te  a "new re lig io n ,"  they were 
necessary steps taken to  preserve the old. As Daniel-Rops points out, 
"there is  no measure adopted by the Council. . . whose orig in  cannot 
be detected in  the e a r lie r  princ ip les  and organizations of the 
church" ( ib id . ,  132).
2Gonzalez, A History of C hristian Thought, 3:224.
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The Protestants denied the v is ib le , externa l, ju r id ic a l,  
in s t itu t io n a l,  and hierarchic church,^ as well as the system of 
re la tionsh ip  between the Church and temporal powers imposed by the 
Christendom conception.2 The severe c ritic is m  of the reformers, 
however, as McBrien remarks, "only in te n s ifie d  the 'orthodox' bias in 
favor of structures, ju r id ic a l procedures, and in s titu tio n a l 
r e a l i t ie s ." 3 Formulated in a reactionary s p ir i t ,  Counter-Reformation 
ecclesio log ical understanding was a resu lt of the emphasis of 
theologians and canonists who, in defense of tra d itio n a l notions, 
"accented precisely those features th a t the adversaries were 
denying."4 Consequently the strand of Catholic ecclesiology that
See Herman A. Preus, The Communion of Saints. A Study of 
the Origin and Development of Luther’ s Doctrine of the Church 
(Minneapons: Augusburg Publishing House, 1348); Alexandre Ganoczy, 
Calvin theologie de 1 'E g lise  e t du m inistere (Paris: Les Editions du 
C erf. 1969); P. (Jr~Avis, Ihe Church in~THe"Theology of the Reformers 
(A tlanta: John Knox Press, 1981); wiineim m ese i, ine aospei ano the 
Churches (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962), pp. 243-2a6.
2Luther rejected as unscriptural the papal claims to the 
power of the keys over the s p ir itu a l and secular realms, which 
caused a confusion between the two spheres and led the Roman Catholic 
hierarchy to lay claim to earth ly  powers. T. Tappert, ed ., Selected 
Writings o f Martin Luther 1520-1523 (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
976T, p.—66. Calvin also ra ile d  t ire le s s ly  against the confusion into  
which the medieval church had fa lle n  by making bishops temporal lords 
(Bouyer, The Church of God, p. 60). Even more rad ical c r it ic is m  of 
the Christendom conception came from the Anabaptists (G. H. Williams 
and A. M. Mergel, ads., S p iritu a l and Anabaptist W riters (P h ilad e l­
phia: Westminster Press, 1957), p. 63; also Walter Kiaassen, "The 
Anabaptist C ritique of Constantinian Christendom" MennQR 55 (1981): 
218-230; Clarence Bauman, "The Theology of the ’ two kingdoms': A 
Comparison of Luther and the Anabaptists," MennQR 38 (1964) :37-49.
3McBrien, Do We Need the Church? p. 103
4Avery Dulles, Models of the Church (Garden C ity , N. Y .: 
Doubleday 4 Co., 1978), p. 41. ~
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emerged in the post-Tridentine period,^ when tra d itio n a l concepts 
were o f f ic ia liz e d , did not produce a new vision o f the Church. I t  
ra ther forced i t  to  concentrate even more on its  claims as an 
extern a l, v is ib le , and universal in s titu tio n  fo r salvation by 
emphasizing even more its  ju r id ic a l character and i ts  absolute 
authority  in the papal o ff ic e . In addition, as Ron W. Walden 
points out, the Counter-Reformation doctrine of the church was 
designed to defend a p a rticu la r re la tionsh ip  between church and 
society and to  ju s t ify  the church's priv ileged  position in a culture  
pervaded by mass C h ris tia n ity , against the attacks on what has come
The Council o f Trent i t s e l f  did not deal d ire c tly  with the 
subject of ecclesiology. In ^elation  to th is  apparent ommission, 
Congar remarks, "Fait etrange: ce concile qui devait repondre a la  
Reforme n'a pas t r a i te  le  probleme ecclesesiologique" (L 'E g lise , p. 
364; see also T.J. Sparrow Simpson, The Catholic Conception of the 
Church [London: Paternoster Row, 1 9 l4 j, pp. ZZ0-ZZ5). Nevertheless, 
throughout the documents of the Council the trad ito n a l notions are 
assumed. Congar points out: " I I  a, dispersees ic i  e t la ,  des
allusions a des themes ecclesiologiques classiques" (p. 364). The 
Council anathematizes "whoever says that in  the Catholic Church there  
is  not a hierarchy in s titu te d  by d iv ine ordination , consisting of 
bishops, priests and m in is ters ." Karl Rahner, ed ., The Teachings of 
the Catholic Church (Staten Is land , N .Y . :  Alba Housed 1967) ,  p. 34b,  
nT 638. A Cathecism published in  1566, however, provides some 
insights into  the ecclesio logical thought o f Trent. The v is ib i l i t y  of 
the Church is  emphasized. The Church is  compared with the 'ark of 
Noah,' "a ll th a t enter therein  through Baptism, may be safe from 
danger of eternal death" (Catechism of the Council of Trent, 
translated  and annotated by J. A. McHugh and C. d. Call an [New York: 
Joseph F. Wagner.1956], p. 107); those, outside " in f id e ls , heretics  
and schismatics, and ex-communicated persons" are excluded from the 
Church's pale" (p. 101), "overwhelmed by th e ir  own crimes" (p. 107). 
The Catholic Church alone has the "leg itim ate  worship and s acrifice  
and the salutary use o f the sacraments." The Canons and Decrees of 
the Council of Trent, translated  by T. AT Buckley (London: George 
Rout I edge and Co., 1852), p. x i i i .
2
See Congar, Lay People in  the Church (Westminster: Newman
Press, 1967), p. 39.
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to be called "Constantinian ecc les ias tica l s tru c tu res .1,1
Counter-Reformation ecclesiology, which hardened the patterns
of behavior, fe e lin g , and th inking th a t had characterized the main
lin e  o f Christian tra d it io n  from the early  Middle Ages to the
Reformation, reached i t s  climax with the great c o n tro vers ia lis t
theologian Robert Bellarm ine.2 Although Bellarmine’ s ecclesio logical
3form ulation re fle c ts  the abiding influence of tra d itio n a l notions, 
the theological precision and c la r i ty  with which the author formu­
la tes  his th in k in g --esp ec ia lly  in regard to the ju r id ic a l and 
in s titu tio n a l nature o f the church,4 outside of which there is  no
ba ld en , The Concept o f the Church i n Recent Roman Catholic  
Theology (Ph.D. D issertation: Yale U n iv e rs ity ,1 9 /b j, pp.43-44.
2Bel1armine1s De Controversiis C ristianae f id e i adversus 
huius tempores hereticos triDus tomes comprenensae, mainly w ritten  as 
a defense of the a r t ic les of T ren t (D. Schaft, "Cardinal Bellarm ine- 
Now Saint and Doctor o f the Church," ChH 2 [1 9 33 ]:4 5 ), became the 
c lassic  expression of Counter-Reformation controversial theology. See 
Robert W. Richgels, "The Pattern of Controversy in  a 
Counter-Reformation c lass ic : The Controversies of Robert Bellarm ine,"  
Si xCentJ 11 (1980):3-15.
3Because of i t s  c la r i t y  and system atization, Bellarm ine's  
De Controversiis dominated Catholic thought fo r centuries. Its  
ecclesio log ical "views won over both dogmaticians and canon lawyers, 
and were to  be repeated in  textbook a fte r  textbook and manual a fte r  
manual fo r more than three hundred years a fte r  his death (Walden, p. 
45; Congar, L 'E g lise , p. 374).
4Following the tra d it io n a l insistence on the in s titu tio n a l
v is ib i l i t y  of the church, Bellarmine defined i t  as "the congregation
o f men bound by the profession of the C hristian fa ith  and by 
communion of the same sacraments, under the ru le  o f lawful pastors 
and spec ia lly  of the only v icar of C hrist the Roman P o n tiff . . . 
v is ib le  and palpable as are the assembly of the people of Rome, or 
the Kingdom of Gaul or the republic  o f Venice," De C ontroversiis , I .  
4. 3. 2, 10; quoted by Jay, 1:203. This formula, as generally  noted, 
comprises three basic elements: profession of the true fa i th ,
communion of the sacraments, and submission to the Roman P o n tiff (see
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s a lv a tio n ,1 and his view of external and sacramental membership on 
on the church, o ffe rs  a s ig n ific a n t view o f the notions that
B. C. B u ttle r , The Idea of the Church [Baltim ore: Helicon, 1962], p. 
39; McBrien, Do we Need the Church? p. 104; John A. Hardon, "Robert 
Bellarm ine's Concept of the church," in  Studies in  Medieval Culture  
[Kalamazoo: Western Michigan U nivers ity , 196&J, pi 120; Duiles, 
Models o f the Church, p. 20 ). Bellarm ine's ecc lesio log ical judgment 
not only reduced the body of Christians to  a co-extension with the 
baptized members o f the Catholic Church, but lo g ic a lly  implied a 
wholesale condemnation of the larger part of the human race. As 
Manzanera remarks, th is  was precisely the dominant notion in Spain 
and Portugal a t the time of the great geographical discoveries 
(Salvacion y Liberacion, p. 96). Commenting on Bellarm ine's  
d e fin it io n  of tne church, G utierrez sharply observes, "Se id e n tif ic a  
la  conversion con la  incorporacfon a la  Ig le s ia  v is ib le ;  como nota 
curiosa e important, podemos observar que como condicion de 
pertenencia a la  Ig le s ia  no se exige la  caridade" (Cristianismo y 
Tercer Mundo, p. 38).
b e lla rm in e  c ites  the axiom 'extra ecclesiam nu lla  salus and 
explains i t  in  a fashion common in Roman cath o lic  c irc le s  u n til 
Vatican I I .  He introduces the q u a lif ic a tio n  of being in  the church 
in  a c tu a lity  [re  ip s a ], or in desire [d e s id e rio ]. De Controversiis  
(M ilan: Natale B a tte zza ti, 1858), 2. 76; c f . Jerome FI rheisein, The 
Ultim ate Church and the Promise of Salvation (C o lle g e v ille : St.
John's U niversity  Press, 197b), pi 30; see also Joseph C. Fenton, 
"The Meaning of the Church's Necessity fo r S alvation ," AER 123 
(1951): 203-221. Although Bellarm ine's teaching introduced an 
enlargement on the tra d itio n a l in te rp re ta tio n , i t  hardly changed the 
overa ll p ic tu re . Salvation outside of the v is ib le  Catholic Church 
was s t i l l  impossible, or a t best problematic.
O
Within Christendom's framework, C h ris tia n ity  became a mass 
process, and the u n iv e rs a lity  o f the Church was envisioned in  
external and q u an tita tive  terms. Members of the Christian state  
were, at the same time autom atically members o f the Church (Bouyer, 
The Chu-ch of God, p. 60 ). Conversion was, thus, equated with  
incorporation in to  the v is ib le  church, a position held by prominent 
sixteenth-century theologians (see Thomas de Vio Cajetan, "De 
comparatione a u c to r ita tis  papae e t co n c ile ,"  column 22, in Cajetan's  
Scripta Theolcgica, ed. F r. Pol le t  [Rome: Angelico, 1936], 1, 142; 
Alphonsus a ~ ta s tro , "De iu s ta  haereticorum punitione," Lib. I l l ,  
column. 24, in  the Opera Alphonsi a Castro, column 1392, both 
mentioned by Joseph CI if fo rd  Fenton, "The Status of S t. Robert 
Bellarm ine's Teaching about the Membership o f Occult Heretics in the 
Catholic Church," AER 122 [1950 ]:209). In th is  connection
Bellarmine makes a s ta r tlin g  declaration: "For to be said to be a
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dominated Catholicism during the sixteenth centuryJ the great age of 
colonization and evangelization of Latin America.
Church of Colonial Christendom
C h ris tia n ity  came to Latin America in i ts  Roman Catholic
2
expression with the Iberian  conquerors in  the sixteenth century.
p art o f the Church in  some degree, I do not consider any in te r io r  
v irtu e  is  required but only an ex terio r profession ot fa ith  ami 
p a rtic ip a tio n  in the sacraments, things vfiich our sense of perception 
can confirm ." ue C ontroversiis, I .  4. 3. 10; quoted by Jay, 1:203, 
emphasis supplied, this notion of purely external church membership 
paved the way fo r the re lian ce  o f the Catholic Church on the ru ling  
powers in  the process of evangelization of Latin America with grave 
social im plications.
^With the reforms set in  motion a t the Council o f Trent i t  
can be concluded, th a t the ecclesio logical notions th a t had gradually  
taken overXatholicism  became o f f ic ia l  dogma. Such conceptions not 
only became o f f ic ia l  but also strongly defended (Walden, The Concept 
of the Church, pp. 43-44), and taught more or less everywhere fo r  the 
follow ing three hundred years (Marie Dominique Chenu, "Vatican I I  and 
the Church o f the Poor," in The Poor and the Church, ed. Norbert 
Greinacher and Alois M uller (New York: Seabury Press, T977), p. 56.
£
Iberian discovery and conquest have been so often narrated 
th a t only a b r ie f  summary is  needed. Latin America was penetr»fad 
and colonized by Spain and Portugal, the two dominant powers of 
Europe a t the end of the f if te e n th  century. The Spaniards arrived in  
the Caribbean region in  1492. Believing that they had reached the 
coast of In d ia , they gave to the islands the name which they have 
wrongly borne ever since—The West Indies. The Portuguese, in the 
course of th e ir  overseas expansion, reached B razil in  1500. Spain, 
as Catholic as Portugal, but more powerful, had the advantage in  the 
a rb itra t io n  of the Spanish Borgia Pope, Alexander V I, who in 1493 
issued the bu ll In te r  Coetera, d iv id ing the New World between the two 
powers. Although the b u ll did not s a tis fy  Portugal, i t  was morally  
and ju r id ic a l ly  adequate to r a t i f y  the Spanish t i t l e  to the Indies. 
Latorre Cabal, The Revolution of the Latin American Church (Norman: 
U niversity  o f Oklahoma Press, 1978), pi 41 For fTie Fvistory of 
conquest and colonization of Latin  America see, Hubert Herring, A 
History of Latin America, from the Beginnings to the Present (New 
York: Alfredo Knopf, (968); Salvador de Madariaga, The Rise~of the 
Spanish Empire (New York: Macmillan Co., 1947); E. Bradford Burns,
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Catholic m issionaries, p ries ts , and fr ia rs  of the Franciscan and 
Dominican orders followed in  the tracks of the colonizers and the 
conquest of Latin America quickly became a missionary enterprise, 
considered “one of the most important events of the whole h istory  
o f C hristian expansion."^
As one might expect, the type o f church established in the
New World was hardly more than a 'transp lan tation ' o f tha t current in
2
Western Europe, the so-called "Mediterranean Church." Discussing 
the model o f the church extended to Latin America through the Iberian  
powers, Thomas C. Bruneau remarks th a t "th is model is  best 
characterized by the term Christendom,"^ a conception that had been
Latin  America: A Concise In te rp re ta tiv e  History (Englewood C l i f fs ,
N .J .: P rentice-H al1, 19/Z); Francisco Morales Padron, Los conquista-  
dores de America (Madrid: Espasa Calpe, S.A. 1974); Bailey W. u i f t ie ,  
Latin-American C iv iliz a t io n  (New York: Octagon Books, 1967); Harold 
n  Davis, History of Latin  America (New York: Ronald Press, 1968); 
John Edwin hagg, Latin America (New York: Macmillan Company, 1963); 
George Pendleme, A History of Latin America (London: Penguin Books, 
1971); E. B. Burns, Latin  America: A concise In te rp re ta tiv e  History  
(Englewood C l i f fs ,  N .J .: Prentice-Hal I , la /2 ) .
^ u s to  Gonzalez, H is to ria  de las Misiones (Buenos Aires: La
Aurora, 1970), p. 140. Christopher Columbus himself regarded his 
discovery as a m iracle achieved in fu lfilm e n t of an Old Testament 
prophecy (see S. A. Mackay, The Other Spanish Christ [London: Student 
C hristian  Movement, 1932], p. 4Z). I t  was even believed by some th a t 
the discovery of the Ind ies, except fo r the creation of the world and 
the incarnation and passion o f Jesus C h ris t, was the greatest event 
in  h istory (see Julian Juderfas, La Leyenda Neqra. Estudio acerca del 
conceto de Espaha en el extranjero [Madrid: E d ito ria l Nacional,
1974], p. 8 6 ) .-----------------------------------------
Robert L. Conway, "Latin America's Pattern: How the Church 
Changed," NCR, February 2, 1979, p. 19.
3
Thomas C. Bruneau, The P o lit ic a l Transformation of the 
B razilian  Catholic Church (Cambridge: University Press, 19 /4 ), p. 11. 
The church which came to  Latin America was, in fa c t, an extension of
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dominant in  Western Catholicism from the early  Middle Ages.
Although in  most parts of Europe the Protestant-Reformation  
brought in to  c r is is  the tra d itio n a l Church-idea and the p a rticu la r  
re la tionsh ip  betv/een Church and society which lo g ic a lly  flowed from 
i t ,  the old Catholic conceptions remained in ta c t in  Portugal and 
Spain, the two countries promoting the counter-Reformation1 and 
engaged in  exploring the new lands. Spain, p a rtic u la r ly , "unaf­
fected by the reformers preferred to go i ts  way at home and in  i ts
the Hispanic Christendom which moved to the New World a fte r  the 
defeat of the Moors, precisely in  the same year of the discovery (see 
Dussel A History of the Church in Latin America, pp. 37-109; Dussel, 
History and the Theology of L iberation (M aryknoll, New York: Orbis 
Books, 1976), p. /5 ; also Dussel's essay, "Current Events in Latin  
America" (1972-1980), in  The Challenge of Basic C hristian Communities 
77-102; Pablo Richard, Mort des chretTsntes et naissance de I 'E g lTse 
(Paris: Centre Labret, 19/8), ppT 21-35; also Richard's a r t ic le s ,  
"Liberation Theology and Current P o lit ic s ,"  LADOC, 7 (July/August,
1977):31-53, and "The Latin  American Church 1959-1978," CrossCur 28
(1978):34-36.
The term Christendom, as noted e a r l ie r ,  frequently  used in  
theological discussion as re fe rrin g  to  the socia l, p o lit ic a l, and 
re lig io u s  complex th a t dominated the European and Mediterranean world 
fo r centuries, is  also discussed from an ecclesio logical per­
spective. Juan Luis Segundo trea ts  in  depth the Church of Christendom 
in his work La Cristiandad, £llna Utopia? I :  Los Hechos and La
Cristiandad iUna Utopia? I I :  Los Principios (Montevideo: Mimeografica 
Luz, 1964); see aTso RTs work, The Community Called Church 
(Maryknoll, N .Y .: Orbis Books, 1973), pp. 44-49; Gerald Persha, Juan 
Luis Segundo, A Study Concerning the Relationship Between the Par­
t ic u la r i ty  of EEe Church and the U n iversa lity  of Rer Mission,
(1963 -19 //) CPfiT BT d isserta tio n ; SET Paul U n ivers ity , Ottawa, 
Canada,19/3 ); Pablo Richard, "Progressive Neo-Conservatism in Latin  
America," in Neo-Conservatism: Social and Religious Phenomenon, ed. 
Gregory Baum (New York: Seabury Press, 1981), p. 51-55; G utierrez, A 
Theology, pp. 54-56.
^See fticard G. Villoscada et a l ., "Carlos V y la  Intervencion  
de Espana en el Concilio de Trento," H is to ria  de la  Ig les ia  en
Espafia, 5 vols. (Madrid: 8 ib lio teca  de Autores Cristianos 3e Ta
E d ito rica l C ato lica , 1979), 3:387-503.
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New World colonial possessions.*^
With the discovery o f the new te r r ito r ie s  a lim itle s s  mission
f ie ld  suddenly opened up. Unfortunately, the missionary movements
stimulated by the great discoveries of the sixteenth century seem to
have had l i t t l e  e ffe c t on Catholic ecclesio logical notions. As M. J.
Le Guillou asserts, "The missionary Idea did not reach the Church. I t
2
did not renew the d iffe re n t chapters of ecclesiology." At the 
precise moment when a new vision of the Church and innovative
John P. Dolan, Catholicism (Woodbury, N. Y.: Barrons1
Educational Series, 1968), p. isb. The a rr iv a l of Spaniards and 
Portuguese in  the continent opened a new horizon to European 
Christendom, which was in a process of fragmentation in the larger  
part of the Old World (see Mario Gongora, Studies 1n the Colonial 
History of Spanish America [Cambridge: University Press, 19/b], pp. 
dd-bb; bruneau, p. iz; Manzanera, Teologfa y Salvacfon, p. 99; Dussel, 
"The Expansion o f Christendom, Its  c r is is  and present Moment," in 
Tensions Between the Churches o f the F irs t World and the Third World, 
ed„ V irg il tnzonao and Noroert ureinacner [new rorx: beaoury press, 
1981], p. 41). Some churchmen even Incorporated the discovery o f the 
New World in to  eschatological theories. According to  c h ilia s t ic  
in te rp re ta tio n s , the Kingdom of C h ris t, ruled through the King of 
Spain, and the Pope would be established in  the Ind ies , a fte r  being 
expelled from Europe by the heresies (see Gongora, "The New World in  
Eschatological and Utopian W ritings of the Sixteenth to the 
Eighteenth Centuries," in  Studies in  the Colonial Spanish America, 
pp. 206-245. Although these in te rp retatio n s  are sometimes ambiguous, 
they seem to  Ind icate  th a t the discovery was seen by both Spanish- 
Portuguese ru lin g  powers and Catholic hierarchy as the opportunity to  
bring to earth the old dream o f the "Christian Kingdom" the 
Christendom utopia (Jose Mlguez Bonino, Doing Theology in  a 
Revolutionary S ituation  [P h iladelph ia: Fortress press, i9 /s ] ,  p. s ).
2Marie-Joseph Le G uillou , "Mission as an Ecclesiological 
Theme," in  Rethinking the Church's Mission, ed. Karl Rahner (New 
York: Pauli s i Press, l9boT, p. i'd. (Jverly concerned with the 
Counter-Reformation and influenced by I ts  compartmental view o f the 
world, the Catholic Church was not able to  go beyond i ts  old 
conceptions. That the Church was not aware of the new situations  
created by the discovery is  revealed by the fa c t th a t at Trent the 
council fathers hardly mentioned the overseas te r r i to r ie s .
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missionary ideas were needed, Counter-Reformation " fe a rfu lly  closed
o ff  a ll  possible experimentation."^
Catholicism in the new te r r ito r ie s  thus retained tra d it io n a l
notions regarding the nature and mission of the Church. R ig id ly
in s titu t io n a liz e d , absolutist in its  claims, and extremely defensive,
the Christendom Church transported to  the New World and le f t  in ta c t
there , unavoidably tended to  reproduce in colonial lands a fa ith fu l
version o f i ts  Spanish and Portuguese counterparts, decis ively
marking not only the type of evangelization to be carried out in  the
continent but also the social formation th a t resulted from the
impact of the Iberian Catholic co lon ization .
Ecclesiology, missiology 
and social im plications
Taking in to  consideration the special re la tionsh ip  between
2
ecclesiology and missiology, one may conclude that the development
Conway, p. 19. With the discovery of the new lands by the 
Spanish and Portuguese the Catholic Church had an opportunity to be 
enriched not only q u a n tita tiv e ly  but q u a lita t iv e ly  as w e ll. "The 
tra n s it io n  from a c u ltu ra lly  confined church to a genuine world 
Church might have begun also at th is  time, but i t  did not." Richard 
McBrien, Catholicism (Oak Grove: Winston Press, 1981), p. 641.
^ I t  should be noted th a t the mission o f the church is  always 
connected and dependent upon the church's understanding o f i ts  
nature and function in the world. D. J. Dolesh c o rrec tly  observes, 
"In theological terminology, missiology is  a co n stitu tive  element of 
ecclesio logy." A Theology of Mission in the Light of the Church as 
Sacrament: The Fro&iematic Arising from Vatican n  u n . u. d is ­
serta tio n : Catholic U niversity of America, Washington, 1978), p.  128. 
In fa c t ,  "a specific  theology of mission depends . . .  on the 
church's understanding of i t s e l f  and i ts  to ta l mission." Edmond J. 
Dunn, Missionary Theology (Lanham: U niversity  Press of America,
1980), p. 51.
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of Catholic a c t iv it ie s  in Latin  America was foreordained from the
outset by the way the Church perceived i t s e l f .
I t  was conceiving i t s e l f  as the ju r id ic a l and absolute c en te r
of the work of sa lva tio n --th e  embodiment o f the c iv ita s  Dei, over
against the c iv ita s  d ia b o li, which included a ll  outsiders, among them
the pagans to  whom the kingdom of God should be extended—  ^that the
medieval Roman Catholic Church reached the New World, The ra tionale
behind i ts  missionary endeavors in the new lands was in i t s e l f  a
resu lt of the abso lu tis t conception of i ts  nature, expressed in the
2
tra d itio n a l formula extra ecclesiam nulla  sal us.
Consistent with th is  ecclesiological v is io n , the colonial 
notion of mission likew ise had an ecclesiocentric  focal point,
Within th is  perspective, Kiing notes, crusades [against the 
in f id e ls ]  as well as missions [to  the pagans] could be seen as an 
extension of the kingdom of God (The Church, p. 128). In fac t, fo r
many theologians and canon lawyers in Europe, the discovery of Latin
America was a continuation of the idea of the crusades, that is , of 
extending the kingdom of God to the in f id e ls . And as David M.
Traboulay points out, " i t  was not easy to  convince Europeans th a t the
new in f id e ls  were d iffe re n t."  "C h ris tian ity  and the Struggle fo r  
Justice in  the New World," ZMissW 59 (1975): 96. Therefore, the 
conquista o f the New World became a war against paganism, ju s t as the 
reconquista had been a war against Islam— i t  was waged fo r  the fa i th .
By the time of the discovery and evangelization of the New 
World, Catholicism strongly advocated the idea th a t there was no 
salvation outside of the Catholic Church (Manzanera, Teologia y 
salvacion, p. 96). I t  was precisely th is  conviction th a t inspired
TRe indefatigab le  zeal of the Catholic missionaries in the new
te r r io r ie s .  Their attempt to  rescue the heathens from damnation
(Dunn, p. 52), or as i t  was expressed in  a prayer a ttr ib u te d  to  St. 
Francis Xavier, the 'Apostle of the In d ie s ,' to avoid th a t "se 
llenasen de in f ie le s  los infernos" (Manzanera, ib id . ,  n. 15),
re fle c ts  the anxiety of the church to  baptize as many in fid e ls  as 
possible.
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defined according to in s titu tio n a l categories. The main concerns
were thus often reduced to  the establishment of the v is ib le  Church^
—with a ll  i ts  functions and in s titu tio n s , considered the normal way
2
of salvation— and q u a n tita tiv e  vision of ecc les ia l expansion, 
through the incorporation of vast numbers of people in to  the church's 
fo ld , the only place where salvation could be re a lize d .
Such concepts would in ev itab ly  and d ire c tly  a ffe c t the re la -
Since there was a re la tionsh ip  of equivalence, i f  not 
id e n tif ic a tio n , between Jesus and the church, as Torquemada had 
emphasized, "the Head [Jesus] cannot be separated from the body [the  
church]" (Summa de Ecclesia, l ib .  I ,  cap. X L II I ,  c ited  by Journet 
L'Eglise du Verbe mcarne, 2 :123 ), the presence of the in s titu tio n a l  
Church Tn the midst of~ human society became an im perative, llbi
Ecclesia, ib i Christus (see V itto r io  S u b ilia , The Problem of
C ath o lic ism  LPhi lade I phi a: The Westminster Press, 1964], pfT 121- 
1 24 ).  P r isoner o f  t h i s  v is i o n ,  th e  C o lo n ia l church, was 
overwhelm ingly concerned w ith  i t s  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  l i f e  (Jorge P a n te l is  
Reino de Dios e Ig l e s i a  en e l Proceso H is to r ic o  de L ib e ra c io n  [Ph. D. 
d is s e r ta t io n :  Union T h eo lo g ica l Seminary, 197b], p . 2 - 1 0 ) ;  see a lso  
P ie r r e  C h ar les ,  Les Dossiers  de 1 'A c t io n  M is s io n n a ire  (Louvain:  
E d it io n s  de L'Aucum, 1938) , p. 34.
^The Church of Christendom was fundamentally marked by th is  
notion of quantita tive  extension. Its  organizational p rin c ip le  was 
th a t of to ta l coverage of a l l  te r r i to r ie s  where people could be 
found. Regnum and sacerdotium were in charge of ensuring conversion, 
even i f  th is  meant the imposition of re lig io n  through force (Bruneau, 
p. 11), a view common in Spanish tra d itio n  (see above p. 27, n. 3 ). In 
Latin America, Spanish Catholicism following tra d it io n a l notions 
expressed an overriding concern fo r q u an tita tive  accomplishment. The 
Franciscans, in  a le t te r  w ritte n  shortly  a fte r  th e ir  a rr iv a l on the 
continent, reported 3000 baptisms. Erwin Iserloh e t .  a l , Reformation 
and Counter Reformation, 6 vo ls. (New York: Seabury Press, 1980), 
5:57B. biscussing the missionary a c t iv ity  as one of the numerous 
marks of the true Church, Bellarmine re fe rs  to "many thousands of 
heathen" entering the Church in the New World (c ite d  by Stephen 
N e ill,  A History of C hristian  Mission [Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 
1964], I k  221). The Indians were baptized en masse, as were the 
slaves from A frica  before they landed in  th e ir  new nomeland (Bruneau, 
p. 11). In his description of the Catholic missionary enterprise in 
the New World during the colonial period, Donald Coggan notes that
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tions between the Church and the c iv i l  society in  which i t  existed.
Transformed in to  a “Christendom," as Chenu remarks, the Church
branched out in to  temporal in s titu tio n s  which became the necessary
and preferred channels of pastoral action.^ In th is  s o lid a r ity
2
between the 's p ir i t u a l1 and 'tem poral' powers, the ru ling  classes 
placed c iv i l  in s titu tio n s  at the service of the Church. At the same 
tim e, these forces succeeded in  e n lis tin g  the Church in  the service  
of an p lify in g , consolidating, and leg itim iz in g  th e ir  ru le .
"twelve Franciscans arrived in  Mexico in 1526; w ith in  th ir ty  years 
there were three hundred and eighty of them, together with two 
hundred and ten Dominicans and two hundred and twelve Augustinians. 
I t  was claimed, with what v a lid ity  or accuracy i t  is  impossible to  
say— th a t w ithin about h a lf a century of the a rr iv a l of the 
Franciscans some f iv e  m illio n  natives had been baptized." Coggan then 
goes on to add, "But before we get too excited about these 
achievements we must remember th a t the crown was the power behind the 
church, and conversion was an element o f the conquest. Force, 
cru e lty  and greed a ll  had a share in  the process of 'conversion . 
Mission to the World (London: Wodder and Stroughton, 1982), p. 52.
To accomplish the missionary task involved in  i t s  in s t itu t io n a lis t  
ecclesiology, the Catholic Church came to  re ly  on the powerful 
classes and a conquering evangelization was then rea lized  through a 
las tin g  s o lid a r ity  between the church and the ru lin g  powers (see 
Gongora's discussion of the “m ilita ry  mission" which took place in  
Spanish America, pp. 40-43)
^'Vatican I I  and the Church of the Poor," p. 57.
2I t  should be noted th a t the colonial notion of mission was 
not only dependent upon the theological understanding of the church 
but also upon a psycho*anthropologica1 concoption which expressed 
i t s e l f  in such phrases as the "white man's burden" and "maiii.est 
destiny" (see Dolesh, p. 8 9 ). Colonizers and m issionaries, as Dunn 
notes, brought with them the conviction th a t they were superior in  
race, cu ltu re , and re lig io n  to  those whom they colonized (Missionary 
Theology, p. 25). The s u p e rio r/in fe rio r re la tionsh ip  in  the coioniaT  
s itu a t io n, looked upon as "n a tu ra l,"  became permanent. Furthermore, 
the sociocultural impact of being placed in an in fe r io r  position  
cu rta ile d  in the colonized people any energetic e f fo r t  toward change 
and development.
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Latin American Catholicism  
and the ru ling classes
I f  the Christendom conception prescribed a p a rtic u la r fusion
of re lig ious  and p o lit ic a l categories, th is  blend of church and
temporal powers was nowhere so complete as i t  was in  Spain. "To think
Spain," as C. Branden says, "was to think Roman C atholic ism ."1 I t  is
noteworthy, however, th a t in  the movement from Europe to Latin
2
America, th is  u n ity , mediated by the system of the Real Patronato, 
took on p a rticu la r ch aracteris tics  which in te n s ifie d  the sense of
Charles Branderi, 'Church and State in Spain." ChH 3 (1934): 
207. For over four hundred years the Catholic fa ith  had been 
id e n tifie d  with the struggle to  lib e ra te  the Iberian  peninsula from 
the Moors. By the time of the f in a l defeat of the Moors and the 
discovery of the New World in 1492, a permanent lin k  had been forged 
uniting Spanish imperial aspirations and the cause of Catholicism. I t  
comes as no surprise, therefore; tha t th is  pattern should be impressed 
upon Latin America at i ts  foundation (Dennis P. McCann, C hristian  
Realism and Liberation Theology [M aryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Booksl 1981J, 
pp. 133-36); see also Mackay, I he Other Spanish C h ris t, pp. 2-41; 
Dussel, A H istory o f the ChurctTTh Latin America, p. 38).
^The Patronato was "the fundamental in s titu t io n  of colonial 
Christendom" (Pablo Richard, " Ig le s ia  Popular, A Church Born of the 
People's S truggle," in  The Church at the Crossroads [Rome: IDOC 
In te rn a tio n a l, 1978], p. ITTH The Spamsn and Portuguese crowns 
financed and gave m ilita ry  support to the Catholic evangelization, 
but they also reserved fo r themselves many canonical r ig h ts . In 
speaking of the Patronato, J. Lloyd Mecham observes th a t "never 
before or since did a sovereign with the consent of the pope so 
completely control the Catholic Church w ith in  his dominions . . . 
[th is  c o n tro l] was not confined to ecc les ias tica l persons and 
tem poralities  but even encroached upon the sphere o f purely s p ir itu a l 
matters . . . the king . . . exercised quasi p o n tif ic a l au th o rity ."  
Church and State in Latin America (Chapel H il l ,  N.C.:The U niversity of 
North Carolina Press, 1961), p. 43; fo r a comprehensive treatment of 
the patronage and analysis o f i ts  causes and evo lu tion ,see  W. Eugene 
Shiels, King and Church: The Rise and Fall of the Patronato Real
(Chicago: Loyola U niversity Press, 1961). The rig h ts  granted tnrougn
the Patronato were so extensive (see Mecham, pp. 3-37) th a t soon 
various Spanish theologians, in the New World as well as in  the old 
country, developed the theory of the V icariato  Regio, which claimed
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Latin American Catholicism  
and the ru ling classes
I f  the Christendom conception prescribed a p a rticu la r fusion
of re lig io u s  and p o lit ic a l categories, th is  blend of church and
temporal powers was nowhere so complete as i t  was in  Spain. "To think
Spain," as C. Branden says, "was to  th ink Roman C atholic ism ."1 I t  is
noteworthy, however, tha t in  the movement from Europe to Latin
2
America, th is  u n ity , mediated by the system of the Real Patronato, 
took on p a rtic u la r c h arac te ris tics  which in te n s ifie d  the sense of
Charles Branden, "Church and State in  Spain," ChH 3 (1934): 
207. For over four hundred years the Catholic fa ith  had been 
id e n tif ie d  with the struggle to lib e ra te  the Iberian  peninsula from 
the Moors. By the time of the f in a l defeat of the Moors and the 
discovery of the New World in  1492, a permanent lin k  had been forged 
uniting  Spanish imperial aspirations and the cause of Catholicism. I t  
comes as no surprise, th ere fo r^  th a t th is  pattern  should be impressed 
upon Latin America a t i ts  foundation (Dennis P. McCann, Christian  
Realism and Liberation Theology [M aryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Booksi T95T77 
pp. 133-36); see also Mackay, the Other Spanish C h ris t, pp. 2-41; 
Dussel, A History of the Church in Latin America, p. 38).
n
The Patronato was "the fundamental in s titu t io n  o f colonial 
Christendom" CPablo Richard, " Ig le s ia  Popular, A Church Born of the 
People's Struggle," in  The Church at the Crossroads [Rome: IDOC 
In te rn a tio n a l, 1978], p. I l l ) ,  me Spanish and Portuguese crowns 
financed and gave m ilita ry  support to  the Catholic evangelization, 
but they also reserved fo r  themselves many canonical r ig h ts . In 
speaking of the Patronato, J. Lloyd Mecham observes th a t "never 
before or since did a sovereign w ith the consent of the pope so 
completely control the Catholic Church w ith in  his dominions . . . 
[ th is  co n tro l] was not confined to  ecc les ias tica l persons and 
tem pora lities  but even encroached upon the sphere of purely s p iritu a l 
matters . . . the king . . . exercised quasi p o n tif ic a l au th o rity ."  
Church and State in Latin America (Chapel Hi 11, N.C.:The University of 
North Carolina Press, 1961), p. 43; fo r  a comprehensive treatment of 
the patronage and analysis o f i ts  causes and evolution ,see W. Eugene 
Shi el s. Kina and Church: The Rise and F a ll o f the Patronato Real
(Chicago: Loyola U niversity Press, 1961). The rig h ts  granted through
the Patronato were so extensive (see Mecham, pp. 3-37) tha t soon 
various Spanish theologians, in  the New World as well as in  the old 
country, developed the theory o f the V icariato  Regio, which claimed
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complementarity between the colonial enterprise and the evangeliza­
t io n  o f the continent.^
To assure i ts  security and to f u l f i l l  the mission prescribed 
by i ts  conceptual understanding of the nature of the church,
Catholicism turned to the ru ling  powers, which in turn received from
2
the church leg itim ation  for the colonial quest fo r  wealth and power.
th a t the king was the vicar o f the Pope in the New World. See Antonio 
de Engafia, La Teoria del Regio V icariato  espanol en Indians (Rome: 
Analecta Gregoriana, isbti). As u. h . Haring points out, "tne power 
exercised by "the crown under the Patronato Real made the Church in a 
very real sense another branch of royal government, another means of 
p o lit ic a l  control" (The Spanish Empire in America, 182). In th is  
ascendency of the Iberian kings ever the Church, Bruneau notes, "the 
Christendom form took on the features of Caesaropapism" (p. 13).
Hhe intimacy of the re la tionsh ip  between colonizers and 
evangelizers was such th a t, in the mind of both Hispanic p o lit ic a l  
leaders and the Catholic h ierarchy, colonization and evangelization  
were conceived as one single pro ject (see Bailey W. D if f ie ,  Latin  
American C iv iliz a t io n , pp. 245-247, 256-260). "Hispanization" became 
synonymous with C h ris tian iza tio n , and evangelization became 
co lo n iza tio n . This synthesis was mainly possible because, as F. 
Campc notes, Catholic missionaries "ju s tific a ro n  la  conquista de 
America de acuerdo con las ideas del Augustiniamo P o litic o  y del 
concept de Cristiandad para lograr la evangelizacion de los ind ios,"  
EstAug 13 (1978):527.
2
For deta iled  discussion of the economic exp lo ita tio n  of the 
New World by the conquistadores, see D i f f ie ,  Latin American- 
C iv il iz a t io n , pp. 104-164; Haring, The Spanish Empire in America, pp. 
252-334; Harold E. Day is , H istory of Latin America (New York: Ronald 
Press, 1968), pp. 116-12TI Although ffie essayst and h is torian  
Salvador de Madariaga wants to  read Spanish economic a ffa irs  in the 
new lands in  a more positive  lig h t (The Rise of the Spanish American 
Empire, pp. 54-67), i t  seems evident th a t domestic and in ternational 
trad e , manufacturing, ag ric u ltu re , and especia lly  mining were 
regulated in  the in terests  p rim arily  o f the peninsulares, who made 
themselves and th e ir  monarch wealthy. George Pendte holds th a t tne 
stream o f gold and s ilv e r  from the New World flooded Spain to the 
extent th a t i t  had disastrous e ffe c ts , mainly stim ulating in f la t io n  
(A H istory o f Latin  America, p. 66; Dussel "Domination-Liberation: A 
New Approach,1* Cone 19 Ldune 1974]:33-37; Dussel's A History of the 
Church, pp. 45 -46 ).
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In th is  process the church even provided theological ju s tif ic a tio n  
fo r  the colonial exp lo ita tion  of the Indians, black slaves, 
half-breeds and m estizos.1 To carry on its  program the church was
Brutal violence marks the beginnings of Spanish ru le  on the 
Latin American continent. Through the encomienda system the 
conquerors subjected the Indians to unpaid work, being in exchange 
responsible fo r th e ir  C h ris tian iza tio n . F. A. K irk p a tric , "The 
Landless Encomienda," HAHR, 19 {1939):25-45; Justo Gonzalez, The 
Development of C h ris tia n ity  in the Latin Caribbean (Grand Rapids: Wm. 
B. Eerdmans, 1969), pp. 11-56; Renato Pobiete, "Spanish Conquest and 
Settlement o f the ind ies ," in  Colonial History of America, ed. A. 
Curtis Wiglus (New York: Russel aria Russel, 1963), pp. 248-266;
A t i l io  R. Dupertuis, Liberation Theology's use of the Exodus as a 
Soterio log ical Model (Th. D. d isserta tion : Andrews un ivers ity ,
Berrien Springs, m i.: 1981), pp. 30-35. In 1536 Bartolome de las
Casas estimated th a t in  less than h a lf a century more than twelve 
m illio n  men, women, and children had been s la in  by Christians in 
th e ir  uncontrolled th ir s t  fo r  gold. Las Casas, The Devastation of the 
Indies: A B rie f Account (New York: Seabury Press, 1974), pp. 42-42. 
Although some historians have f e l t  th a t Las Casas in  his writings  
exaggerated the b ru ta lity  o f the Spanish colonists (Pendle, p. 58), 
or the number of Indians k ille d  by Spaniards (Charles Gibson, ed., The 
Spanish Trad ition  in  America [New York: Harper & Row, 1968], p. 106), 
there can be l i t t l e  doubt tha t the treatment o f the Indians was 
appalling (Pendle, ib id . ; Padron, Los conquistadores, pp. 158-171). 
According to Pablo Richard, the colonial period meant the genocide of 
around fo rty  m illio n  indigenous Ameridians (" Ig le s ia  Popular," p. 
1 1 1 ).
Despite the vigorous opposition of some churchmen against the 
cruel dominion of the Spanish conquistadores, as in  the case of Fray 
Antonio de Montensinos and Bartolome de Tas Casas (see Lewis Hand, 
The Spanish Struggle fo r Justice in the Conquest of America 
[Ph iladelph ia: University o f Pennsylvania, 1959J; Dussel, A History of 
the Church, pp. 47-61; David M. Traboulay, "Bartolome de las Casas, 
and the Crusade of Peace." ZMissW 61 [1977]:128-136; also Traboulay's 
"C h ris tian ity  and the Struggle fo r Justice in  the New World," ZMissW 
59 [1975]:94-111; G utierrez, "En busca de los pobres de Jesucristo: 
evangelizacion and teo log ia  er. el Siglo XVI," pp. 137-160), the 
church generally  ju s t if ie d  the s itu a tio n  o f oppression. For 
theologians and members o f the clergy and re lig io u s  orders the 
Indians were persons of lower rank, and violence and coercion was the 
single method to bring them to C h ris tia n ity  and c iv i l iz a t io n .  This 
idea was mainly defended by the Catholic theologian, Juan Gines de 
Sepulveda. Sepulveda, a renowned champion of the Spanish conquest,
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supported, protected, and given special p riv ile g es , having at its  
disposal a ll  channels of organized society: le g is la tio n , education, 
access to au thority , and power. But i t  had to  pay fo r  i t  by to ta l  
and unconditional support o f the governing au th o rities . In th is  
concordat the church served as an agency of colonial expansion, a key
re ly ing  on A r is to tle 's  axiom th a t a ll  lower forms of created l i f e  
should be subject to  higher forms (see A ris to tle  P o lit ic s , in The 
Works of A ris to tle  (Chicago: W illiam  Benton Publishers, T952), pp. 
447-448; Lewis Hanke, A ris to tle  and the American Indian (London: 
H o llis  and C arter, 1959), took a metaphysical leap and concluded that 
the Indians as a race were grossly in fe r io r  to  the Spaniards, hence 
suited to be th e ir  slave, in  order to be evangelized and raised to  
the "higher" level o f Spanish numanitas. See Sepulveda's work, 
Democrates segundo: o, de las justas causas de la  guerra contra los 
indios, ed.' AngeV Losada (Madrid: in s titu to  Francisco V ito r ia , I95 U ;  
UoTfii L. Phelan, "The Problem of C onflic ting  Spanish Imperial 
Ideologies in the Sixteenth Century," in Latin American History: 
Select Problems, ed. Fredrick B. Pike (New^TorT: Harcourt, Brace & 
World, 1969T, pp. 47-52; Venancio Carro, La teologia y los teologos 
ju r is ta s  espaholes y la  conquista de America (Madrid: In s titu to
Francisco Vi to r i aT 1944)“ ” . 493. I his doctrine, convincingly defended 
by Sepulveda was a theological ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r the oppression of 
the Indians by the Spanish conquistadores who ra tio n a liz e  th e ir  
hunger fo r a cheap and abundant supply ot Indian labor (G utierrez, 
"Bartolome de las Casas: lib e rtad  y lib erac io n ,"  Paginas 2 (1976): 
41-49; also Manzanera, Telogfa y Salvacion-Liberacion, pp. 81-82).
The decline of the Indian population forced the colonists to  
turn to  African slaves to  s a tis fy  the demand fo r cheap labor. A
series of papal bulls  promulgated between 1452-1456, authorizing  
Portuguese expansion, had already e x p lic it ly  encouraged the
enslavement of pagan people "inim ical to the name o f C h ris t,"  C.R. 
Boxer, The Church M ilita n t  and Iberian Expansion 1440-1456 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins U niversity  Press, 1978), pp. 30-38; Daniel 
Rops, The Catholic Reformation, p. 256). Furthermore, the B ib le, 
p a rtic u la r ly  the Old Testament, served as an arsenal of texts  in  
support not only of the v a lid ity  of slavery and of the slave trade  
but also of color prejudice (Boxer, p. 36). Except fo r  some members 
of the clergy who devoted th e ir  lives  to the service of the slaves, 
"the church's a ttitu d e  to Negro slavery was, to put i t  p o lite ly , a 
highly permissive one fo r  nearly four centuries" (Boxer, p. 30);
E. Dussel,"Church-State Relations in  Peripheral Latin American
Formations," EcR 29 [1977]:32; see J. Saco, H: s to ria  de la  esclavitud  
de la  raza afrtcana en el nuevo mundo [Havana: C u ltu ra l, 1938J J.
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i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  so c ia l c o n t r o l , 1 and the  bas is  o f  th e  amazing pax o f  
the  Hispano-American em pire.
The r e s u l t  o f  th e  sym biotic  r e la t io n s  between tho Church 
and th e  r u l in g  powers was not on ly  a process o f  " t o t a l i z a t i o n "  but 
a lso  th e  t ra n s fo rm a t io n  o f  C ath o lic ism  in to  an ideology  t h a t  defended  
and s a c r a l iz e d  th e  soc ia l and economic s t r u c tu r e  o f  L a t in  America,  
whose fo rm at io n  sprang from th e  impact o f  the  Spanish c o lo n ia l  
e n t e r p r is e .  A l l i e d  w ith  th e  r i c h  and p o w er fu l ,  C a th o lic ism  in
Through i t s  o rd e rs ,  l i t u r g y ,  symbolism and abo lu te  emphasis 
on tran s ce n d e n ta l s a lv a t io n ,  C a th o lic ism  p a c i f ie d  th e  c o lo n ized  
p o p u la t io n .  The Church c o n t r o l le d  a lso  th e  system o f  tho u g h t,  being  
th e  so le  o f f i c i a l  conduit  o f  L a t in  e d u c a t io n .  Education , however, as 
Lawrence L i t t w in  remarks, was p arce led  out in  in verse  p ro p o rt io n  to  
th e  s iz e  o f  each segment o f  s o c ie ty .  To th e  n in e - te n th s  a t  th e  bottom  
o f  th e  s o c ia l  pyramid was g iven on ly  th e  necessary elements to  
produce d o c i le  workers , w h i le  th e  m in o r i ty  on th e  top had a t  i t s  
disposal a l l  the  splendor o f  medieval s c h o la s t ic is m . L a t in  America:  
C a th o lic is m  and Class C o n f l i c t  (Encino: Dickson Pub lish ing  C o . ,
1974) , pp. 29, 3d. In  th e  seventeenth c e n tu ry ,  w ith  the  in t r o d u c t io n  
o f  th e  p r a c t ic e  known as th e  l im p ie z a  de sangre , s tudents  had to  
p resent  a c e r t i f i c a t e  to  prove t h a t  both o f  t h e i r  parents  were o f  
pure Spanish s to c k .  European education was thus l im i t e d  to  a very  
reduced s o c ia l  group, w h ile  th e  m a jo r i t y  remained deprived  o f  t h e i r  
o ld  c u l t u r e  and o f  th e  new one. See John T ate  Lanning, " T r a d i t io n  and
th e  Enlightenm ent in  th e  Spanish C o lo n ia l  U n iv e r s i t i e s , "  Cahiers
d ' h i s t o i r e  mondiale 10 (1967):705-721 ; a ls o  Trabou lay , "The Church 
and th e  U n iv e r s i t y , "  283-294, and " C h r i s t i a n i t y  and th e  S tru g g le  f o r  
J u s t ic e ,"  pp. 103, 104.
£As the New World opened i ts  doors to the Old, the e n tire
semi feudal structure th a t existed in the Iberian  Peninsula was
extended to  i t .  See Ronald M. Glassman, P o lit ic a l History of Latin  
America (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1969), pp. 80-82. This adaptation  
prescribed the two basic elements of social structure in  Latin  
America: land ownership and class s t r a t if ic a t io n . As a d irec t re su lt  
of th is  semi feudal society, a pattern was established which would 
cast a land shadow over the h is tory  of the continent (see Miguez 
Bonino, Doing Theology, pp. 4 -7 ) . Discussing the social spectrum of 
colonial Latin America, Francois Houtart and Emile Pin note th a t "at 
the top were the Spaniards, at the base the blacks and the Indians.
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Spanish America wove i t s e l f  in to  the fa b ric  of domination, absorbing
the worldview, values, and ideologies of the ru lin g  classes. This
c o a litio n  between the Catholic Church and i ts  supporters formed the
cement fo r  the astonishing empire and s ta tic  society tha t resulted
from the colonial beginnings, a society in which the poor were
g reatly  ignored^ and lived  in  a place c a re fu lly  marked out by those 
2in  power.
The a lienation  of the poor
As a re su lt of the th eo re tica l d is tin c tio n  between the 
“s p ir itu a l"  and the “temporal" which characterized the Christendom 
conception, the model of the church transported to  Latin  America
Between the two extremes, proceeding from the bottom to top: 
the mulattos, the Indians mestizos, or half-breeds, and f in a l ly  the 
mestizos of Spaniard c u ltu re ."  The summit o f the pyramid was occupied 
by the white Spaniards, members of the high governmental bureaucracy 
and of the high clergy (The Church and the Latin  American Revolution, 
p. 13). For a pertinen t discussion or tne runction or Catholicism in 
the genesis of social classes in  Latin America, see Houtart, 
“Religion e t lu tte  des classes en Amerique L a tin e ,"  SocConp 26
(1979):195-260. This social and economic s tructure , based on the 
exp lo ita tio n  and violence by the m inority over the m a jo rity , set the 
pattern fo r the l i f e  of the continent, and was in e v ita b ly  to be 
perpetuated throughout the h is tory  of Latin  America (see Lernoux, 
"The Long Path to  Puebla," p. 5; c f .  Malcolm Lowry, Under the Volcano 
[Ph iladelph ia: L ipp lnco tt, 1965], pp. 299-300). Lawrence L ittw in  
holds th a t Catholicism was the main agent in  th is  process (Latin  
America: Catholicism and Class C o n flic t, pp. 13-37).
^See Mushete Ngindu, "The Church o f Christendom in the Face 
o f New Cultures," in  Where Does the Church Stand, ed. Giuseppe Albe- 
rigo  and Gustavo G utierrez (New York: seaoury press, 1981), p. 56.
2See Miguez Bonino, "The Church and the Latin  American Social 
Revolution." Perspective 9 (1968):216.
3Although Christendom expressed i t s e l f  as a monism, a t the 
core of i ts  conceptual frame was a c lear d is tin c tio n  Between the
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was deeply marked by a s tr ik in g  and a n tith e tic a l d u a lity .^  Combined
with the strong tra d itio n  o f in s titu tio n a l s ta b il i ty ,  which led the
church to branch out in to  the temporal order and resulted in  an
option fo r the rich  supporters, there was a general downgrading of
the Importance of earth ly  l i f e  which reinforced an escapist
s p ir i t u a l i t y . This tension between what C. Bauman c a lls  "conquest of
2
the world and f l ig h t  from the world" reproduced in the new lands the 
tra d it io n a l moral dualism o f a tw o-level e th ic , which implemented a 
double-edged a lienation  of the poor, and which we discuss in  the two 
fo llow ing sections.
The Option fo r the Rich
On one hand, conceiving i t s e l f  as the possessor of the only
"s p ir itu a l"  and the "temporal." This d is tin c tio n  was precisely the 
p rin c ip le  of the unity of the two powers. Otto Gierke, The P o lit ic a l  
Theories of the Middle Age (Boston: Beacon Press, I9 6 0 ), pp. STTT7 
ine conception or tne absolute superiority  o f the " s p ir itu a l"  over 
the "temporal" ju s t if ie d  the in tervention  of the Church in the 
temporal order, which corrupted by s in , depended fo r healing on the 
grace o f which the Church was the sole depository (Manzanera, p. 91).
^Daniel H. Lavine, Religion and P o litic s  1n Latin  America 
(Princeton: Princeton U niversity  Press, iy a u , ppT 20-«ii. ih is
d u a lity  was part of the c lass ica l theological framework and its  two- 
sto ried , nature-supernature vision of the world, was conceived mainly 
under the influence of Greek thought and fu l ly  elaborated a fte r  the 
time o f Thomas Aquinas (Lindbeck, The Future of Roman Catholic  
Theology, pp. 14-15; Redmond, p. 43 ). in tm s  conception tne tnurcn 
was- pictured as hovering between heaven and earth , h a lf human and 
h a lf  d iv in e , with in te res ts  divided on both sides of e te rn ity .
Clarence Bauman, "The Theology of the Two Kingdoms," p. 39. 
Bauman points out th a t in the Weltanschauung of the Middle Ages, the 
world and the Church, l ik e  nature and grace, constituted two co­
ordinated q u antities . The antithesis  between the ethos of the world 
and the eth ic  of grace was resolved 1n terms of otherwordly counsels 
of perfection fo r the monastics, on the one hand, and th is -w o rld ly
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absolute value and function in  human h is to ry , the church of Christen­
dom tended to become an end in  i t s e l f ,  devoting its  main energies and 
resources to  in s titu tio n a l expansion and p reservation .1 As a resu lt 
i t  was led to re ly  on the temporal powers to  achieve i ts  goals, 
becoming a powerful partner of the ru lin g  classes in the colonial 
enterprise . In such a psychological and ju r id ic a l context, to use 
the words of Chenu, " i t  is obvious tha t the existence, the problems,
the hopes and suffering of the poor, and even the evangelical paradox
2
of the blessedness of poverty w ill  not be in  the fo re fro n t."
mandates fo r the secular vocations on the other. This double ethic  
not only demonstrated the church's a b i l i ty  to  resolve w ithin herself 
the moral dualism but also proved to be an e fficacious way of escape 
in ambiguous involvements.
lo s in g  the question whether the o rig in a l Christian message 
was aimed at masses as such, so th a t i t  must be propagated in those 
terms, or ra ther aimed at m inorities  who were destined to play an 
essential ro le  in  the transformation and lib e ra tio n  of tne masses, 
Segundo argues th a t the choice of one o f these options determines 
whether the Church's energies w il l  be a llo tte d  to in s titu tio n a l ex­
pansion and preservation or to the transformation of the world (The 
Liberation of Theology [M aryknoll, N .Y .: Orbis Books, 1976], pp. 208- 
240). Assuming the f i r s t  understanding, the Church of Christendom 
stressed the ecclesia l u n iv e rs a lity  through q u an tita tive  expansion. 
As a re su lt i t  tended to become an end in i t s e l f ,  losing sight of a ll  
other problems of mankind (see The Community Called Church, pp. 45- 
49; Segundo's La Funcion de la  Ig les ia  en la Realidad kioplatense, 
[Montevideo: Barreiro y Ramos, 196ZJ, ppT 8-9; Persha, Juan Luis 
Segundo: A Study Concerning the Relationship between the Particu­
la r i t y  of the Church and the u n iversa lity  of Her Mission, p p .168-180).
^Chenu, "Vatican I I  and the Church o f the Poor," p. 57. In 
th is  context Chenu is  discussing the resu lts  of the ecclesiology  
which dominated the thought of the Catholic Church over the las t  
centuries. He goes on to  point out th a t ecclesio log ists  of the 
tra d it io n a l school "w ill of course remember the Gospel and i ts  hard 
sayings against riches and power, and w il l  be fa ith fu l to  them; but 
such a sanctified  view of things re la tes  only to  individuals on th e ir  
route to perfection , not to the Church as a v is ib le  in s titu t io n ,  
to  which there is  no reason to apply such evangelic concepts as
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In th is  complex s itu a tio n , Latin American Catholicism lost
sight of a ll  areas of human l i f e  which f e l l  outside i ts  ecclesio-
cen tric  perception. I t  also, as Lernoux remarks in a ra ther severe
c r it ic is m , sided with the e lite s  and was transformed in to  a tool of
co lon ization , being used to  found and sustain the social pyramid in
Latin  America "with few, white Europeans liv in g  in  outrageous luxury
while the mass o f the people subsisted in  m isery."1 Becoming a part
of the whole feudal structure set up during the f i r s t  years of the
conquest, the Catholic Church had its  pattern of development
2
p ra c tic a lly  foreordained. I t  became the Church of the e l i t e .
The fa c t that the church became linked with one part of
socie ty --the  rich  and powerful--made i t  impossible fo r  i t  to id e n tify
3
with anyone who was not part of that p riv ileged  group. At the same
h u m ility , service or poverty" ( ib id . ) .
le rn o u x , p. 5; see also L ittw in , pp. 29-30.
2See Fernando C a s tillo , "C h ris tian ity : Bourgeois (Burguesa),
or Religion of the People?" in C h ris tian ity  and the Bourgeoisie, ed. 
Johann B. Metz (New York: The Seabury Press, 1979), p. 57T The 
Catholic Church not only sided with the r ic h , but became rich  i t s e l f .  
Through t ith e s , legacies, endowments, ecc les ias tica l taxation , 
investments, and economic p artic ip a tio n , the Church rap id ly  came to  
be a powerful landholder and one- o f the major economic powers in  
Latin  America. See C. Haring, "The Wealth of the Church," in  The Roman 
Catholic Church in Colonial Latin America, ed., Gerhard E. Green leaf 
(New York': A lfred A. Knopf, 1971), pp. 177-181; Asuncion Lavrin , "The 
Church as an Economic In s titu t io n ,"  The Roman Catholic Church in 
Colonial Latin America, pp. 182-194.
2The Church, ev id en tly , never abandoned the poor in  the sense 
th a t i t  always maintained its  charitab le  works. I t  is  impossible not 
to admire the courage and devotion of many Catholic m issionaries. The 
Jesuits , fo r  example, organized small C hristian  v illag es  
(reducciones), in which the Indians were taught and protected. A lfred
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tim e, the a llian ce  o f the church with the ru lin g  and generally  ex­
p lo ita t iv e  n o b ility  was not without grave consequences fo r  the Latin  
American Catholic community. I t  produced "a gradual a lien atio n  of 
the poor from the church and the p riests  who represented i t ." ^  The 
poor, despite th e ir  re lig io u s  fee lings and commitment to  popular 
Catholicism, as Miguez Bonino notes, always f e l t  the o f f ic ia l  
church as something "foreign to  them as a part of 'those above,' as
Metraux, "The Contribution of the Jesuits to the Exploration and 
Anthropology of South (America," Mid-America 26 (1948): 193-191;
Carlos Leonhardt, "Accion educadora de I os Jesuitas espanoles en los 
paises que formaron el v icereinato  del Rio de la  P la ta ,"  Estudios 26 
(1954):17-23, 115-131, 189-194, 268-80; Haring, pp. 198-205: For an
extended account o f the h is tory  of the Jesuits in the New World, 
w ritten  from a fr ie n d ly  perspective, see Francisco Xavier Alegre, 
H is to ria  de la  Compania de Jesus en la  Nueva Espana, 3 vols. (Mexico: 
Impr. de J. FT Lara, 1841-42). Furthermore, the Catholic c lergy, 
p a rtic u la r ly  the Franciscans and Augustinians, created and managed, 
almost exc lus ive ly , a ll  o f the social services of the community such 
as hospita ls , asylums and poorhouses to attend to the sick and needy 
(see Hering, 191-198). However, as Gross observes, the emphasis 
"almost always was on c h arity , almost never on resp o n s ib ility"  ("The 
Catholic Church in Latin America," p. 31). Catholicism in Latin  
America generally approached the poor from a p a te rn a lis tic  
perspective, and consequently " i t  never became committed to forces 
working fo r social changes; indeed, i t  stood as a symbol of reaction, 
or cau tio n --o f domination" (C o ste llo , Mission to Latin America, p. 
2 2 ).
h b id .
2
Since the beginning o f the Catholic Church in Latin  America, 
there has been a c lear d is tin c tio n  between o f f ic ia l  Catholicism and 
popular Catholicism. The masses ra re ly  accepted o f f ic ia l  Tridentine  
Catholicism , which was reserved fo r  a small bourgeoisie. Popular 
r e lig io s ity  always had i ts  own v is io n , i ts  own in te rp re ta tio n  o f the 
ch ie f Catholic symbols and doctrines. See P h ill ip  Berryman, "Popular 
Catholicism in Latin America," CrossCur 21 (1971):284-300. V a ll ie r  
observes th a t among the causes of the deep cleavage th a t began to  
develop between the church and the "Catholic" re lig io n  was the 
hierarchy's fusion with the ru lin g  classes ("Religious E lite s ,"  pp. 
191-192). Dussel also has attempted to in te rp re t Latin American 
popular Catholicism w ithin the framework of colonial C h is tian ity  in
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popular speech c a lls  the small oligarchy who decides th e ir  d e s tin y ."1
Escapist s p ir i tu a li ty
At the same tim e, flowing from the p a rtic u la r conception of
the Church we have noticed, there was a tendency to separate the
2
re lig io u s  from the profane. Since the Church alone possessed 
decisive and absolute value, the profane and temporal h istory  of man
3
became stripped of real s ig n ificance. This vision tended to  minimize
the l ig h t  o f the dominance and dependence present throughout the 
his to ry  o f the continent. See A. Bunting, ed. El Catolicism  Popular 
en la  Argentina, 5 vols. (Buenos Aires: La Aurora, 1969), vols. A and 
5; Dussel Hipotesis para una H is to ria  de la  Ig les ia  en America Latina  
[Barcelona: E d ito ria l Nova Terra, 1967J; also Comblin, "El C risto  de 
la  fe  y los Cristos de America Latina" (Vispera 9 [1969]: 158; and 
Miguez Bonino, "Popular P iety in Latin  America,1 in  The Mystical and 
P o lit ic a l Dimension of the C hris tian  F a ith , e d ., CIaude Geffre and 
Gustavo G utierrez LNew York: rierdpr and Herder, 1974], pp. 148-157).
^Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 7. Elsewhere Miguez 
Bonino notes th a t th is  was not only a Latin American phenomenon "most 
of the poor in the Western world eventually  l e f t  the Church"
("Poverty as Curse, Blessing and Challenge" I l l i f R  34 (1973 ):5.
The poor f e l t  uncomfortable and even out of place in  the Church; they 
became suspicious of the o f f ic ia l  ru les and practices o f the Church, 
and started seeing the church as the adm in istrative arm of 
'r e l ig io n ' to which respect should be paid, but they d id n 't fee l they 
belonged to  i t  (see Fernando C o s tillo , "C h ris tian ity  Bourgeois," pp. 
51-60).
2
Segundo, La Funcion de la  Ig le s ia , p. 41; Persha, p. 102.
3
F. Copleston holds th a t th is  tendency to disregard l i f e  in  
th is  world goes back to  Augustine him self. According to  him "one 
would hardly expect, once given the general a ttitu d e  and complexion 
of Augustine's thought, to  find  the Saint showing very much in te re s t  
in the m aterial world fo r  i ts  own sake: his thought centered round 
the soul's  re la tio n  to  God." A History o f Philosophy, 5 vo ls. 
(Westminster: Newman Press, 1962H 2:74; fo r  a contrary reading of 
Augustin in th is  po int, see Rowe, S t. Augustine, pp. 120-121. I t
seems, however, th a t i t  was the Scholastic in te rp re ta tio n  of
Augustine's as well as Thomas Aquinas' view of God and man, nature
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earth ly  l i f e ,  with a concomitant tendency to tre a t th is  world as 
merely a stage on which eternal princip les are played out in 
preparation fo r  "real l i f e "  beyond, outside h is to ry .
This tendency to  separate the natural from the supernatural 
was g reatly  reinforced by the emergence of the "pure nature" theory^ 
at the beginning of the sixteenth century, a view which produced a 
sharp dichotomy between human nature and d ivine grace. Fu lly  
developed i t  drove an ontological wedge between the orders of nature 
and super-nature, seeing the la t te r  as "a sort o f second storey 
c a re fu lly  placed on the top of lower nature by the heavenly 
A rc h ite c t.1'^ The "pure-nature" doctrine, destined to dominate Western 
Catholic theology and C hristian s p ir itu a lity  fo r  centuries,
and grace, th a t d ra s tic a lly  accentuated the dichotomy between the 
natural and the supernatural, and divided l i f e  in to  natural concerns, 
which l i e  w ith in  man's own competence, and supernatural ones, in 
which he is aided by grace.
^The pure-nature doctrine, the orig in  of which is a ttribu ted  
to  Cardinal Cajetan's m isin terpretation  of Augustine and Thomas 
Aquinas' doctrine of nature and grace, in an attempt to  safeguard the 
gratuitous q u a lity  of the supernatural order completely separated the 
natural and supernatural, human nature and d ivine grace. This notion, 
conceiving the supernatural as fundamentally a lien  to  man, strongly  
reaffirm ed the tem pora l-sp iritua l and profane-sacred antitheses (see 
Juan Alvaro's study of the theological development o f the pure-nature 
doctrine from Aquinas to Cajetan, Lo natural y lo sobrenatural: 
Estudio h is to rico  desde Santo Tomas hasta cayetano u  274-1534)* 
LMadrid: Consejo Superior 3e Investigaciones C ie n tific a s , I952J; 
Henry de Lubac, Le Surnaturel: Etudes historiques [P aris : Aubier, 
1947]; also de Lubac, The Mystery of the Supernatural [New York: 
Herder & Herder, 1967] and Augustinianism and Modern Theology; J.K. 
Kenny, "Reflection on Human Nature and the Supernatural,1 ThSt 14 
[1953]:280-287; H. Rondet,"Le probleme de la  nature pure e t la  
theologie du XVI s iecle" RecherScRel 35 [1948]: 481-521).
^Karl Rahner, Mission and Grace, 2 vols. (London: Sheed and 
Ward, 1963), 1: 63.
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decis ively  contributed to  increase the tra d itio n a l a ttitu d e  of
d is tru st towards the world, and reinforced the-reduction of salvation
to  its  supernatural and eschatological dimensions.^
In consequence o f its  c a p tiv ity  to medieval ambiguities and
2
vision of Christian s p ir i tu a l i ty ,  the type o f Catholicism  
transported to Latin America was deeply marked by a negative vision  
o f the world which, given the additional emphasis on the Augustinian 
notion of 'o rig in a l s in ,' was considered the place of punishment and 
in ev itab le  su ffering . Furthermore, salvation was understood
^Manzanera, Teologia y Salvacion, p. 92; Gutierrez A Theology
p. 69.
2
In the medieval period, Christian s p ir i tu a li ty  was reduced 
to  passive contemplation, described as "the tranquil dwelling of man 
in  the presence o* God" (see Karl Rahner and H. Vorgrimler, Concise 
Theological Dictionary [New York: Herder and Herder, 1965!H s .v . 
"Contemplation";. HT" had a strongly metaphysical o rien ta tio n , 
neglecting bodily, h is to ric a l and temporal r e a l i t ie s ,  and looking 
s t r ic t ly  to "relig ious" values, such as prayer, m editation and the 
transcendent dimensions of C h ris tia n ity . See Louis Bouyer, The 
S p ir itu a lity  o f the Middle Ages (London: Burns & Oats, 1968). One of 
the best expressions of th is  emphasis is  found in  the classical The 
Im ita tion  of Christ and Contempt fo r  the World, a manual of s p iritu a l  
devotion which appeared early  in the f ifte e n th  century, t ra d it io n a lly  
a ttrib u ted  to  Thomas 5 Kempis (c . 1380-1471), w ith "countless
editions and trans la tions  in almost every language" (Bouyer p. 437). 
This book is  marked by a negative evaluation of temporal r e a l i t ie s .  
The world in i ts  v is ion  is  fundamentally a temptation to 
concupiscence. I t  pictures the ideal Christian l i f e  as characterized  
by peace and so litude, in  which the C hris tian , lib era ted  from the 
f le s h -s p ir it  dualism, experiences complete suppression of the fle s h ly  
and worldly in favor of the s p ir i tu a l,  the concentration of energy in 
one's own inner l i f e ,  and complete ind ifference to earth ly  r e a l i t ie s .  
This tra d it io n  pervaded Spain, the 'land of the mystics' by the time 
o f the discovery, colonization and evangelization of Latin America 
(see Bouyer, The S p ir itu a l i ty , pp. 532-543).
3
Throughout Latin America, Catholic missionaries propagated 
an asceptic theology, which Riolando Azzi c a lls  the "teologia del 
destierro" ["the e x ile  theology"]. "La teologia en el B ra s il.
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mainly w ith in  a one-sided emphasis on e x tra -h is to r ic a l, s p ir i tu a l is t ,  
transcendent, and in d iv id u a lis tic  dimensions^ completly divested from 
any h is to ric a l and social meaning, having l i t t l e  to do with real l i f e  
on th is  earth , and u ltim ate ly  meaning salvation from h is to ry . High1'/ 
's p i r i t u a l ,1 Latin  American Catholicism, conditioned by the 
"mystical" and "otherwordly" tra d itio n s  of the Hispanic church, came 
to  neglect the needs of the real world, being, as Gross remarks,
Consideraciones h is to ricas ,"  in H is to ria  de la  Teologia en America 
Latina, ed. Pablo Richard (San Jose, Costa Rica: uepartamento
Ecumenico de Investigationes, 1980), p. 46. Within the philosophical 
and theological conception of Platonic Augustinianism, extreme 
emphasis was given to  the doctrine of o rig in a l s in . The physical 
world and secular h istory  were seen not as the world which God loves 
and redeems, but as the place of man's e x ile  and punishment fo r the 
sin of the f i r s t  parents, thus re lig io u s ly  unimportant. Present l i f e  
does not have meaning in i t s e l f .  I t  is  only a time of waiting fo r  
e te rn ity , which is  the real l i f e .  This negative perspective of 
r e a li ty  was widely accepted during the colonial period and, as a 
ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r common situations of in ju s tic e  and s u ffe rin g , the 
poor were to ld  th a t such conditions were the f r u i t  o f the o rig ina l 
sin (s e e ,fo r  example, the work of the Jesuit Jorge Benci, f i r s t  
published at the beginning of the seventeen century, Economia C rista  
dos Senhores no Governo dos Escravos [Sao Paulo: G rija lb o , 1977J, p. 
IT T . Each one, th ere fo re , must bear his fa te  in  resignation without 
try in g  to change "God's w ill"  (A zz i, pp. 46-47). This sober notion 
of the in e x o ra b ility  of suffering is  well expressed in  the words of 
the famous medieval prayer Salve Regina, which v ir tu a lly  reduces l i f e  
to  despair and the world i t s e l f  to a "vale o f tea rs ."
Vhe d u a lity  between the natural and supernatural orders not 
only created the conception of two h is to rie s , one profane and one 
sacred, "juxtaposed" or "closely lin ked ,"  each w ith i ts  own path 
(Henri de Lubac, The Mystery of the Supernatural, pp. 1 -47 ). I t  also 
implemented the reduction of salvation Eo the supernatural realm, 
producing a severe dichotomy in the C hristian  l i f e .  Temporal 
a c t iv ity , in  th is  conception, had only e x trin s ic  value and was 
s ig n ific a n t only when in  re la tio n  to  supernatural sa lvation , which 
came to be understood p re fe re n tia lly  in  an in d iv id u a lis t ic ,  
s p ir i tu a l is t ic ,  m o ra lis tic , and sacramentalist way (Manzanera, pp. 
90-94, Lindbeck, pp. 12-13).
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"co n s titu tio n a lly  incapable of seeing the r e a l i ty  of the world around 
i t s e l f . " 1
This tendency, reinforced by the syncretic elements of the
pre-Columbian and African (through the slaves) c iv iliz a t io n s
incorporated in to  the Latin  American fo lk  Catholicism , transformed
2
the Catholic re lig io n  into  a message of fa ta lis m . Spanish 
Catholicism , therefore , was prevented from becoming incarnational or 
s u ff ic ie n t ly  in terested in  humanizing the prevalent conditions. I t  
became a re lig io n  of b e lls , images, sacramental l i tu rg y , Latin mass, 
and processions--the re lig io n  of the Blessed V irg in  and the saints. 
Catholicism in Latin America, as Emile Pin notes, became the
3
"re lig io n  of su ffe rin g ,"  a theme dram atically  expressed in Latin
^ ro s s , p. 29
p
In th is  f a t a l is t ic  v is io n , everything in human l i f e  was 
attr ib u te d  to God's w i l l  — "Dios lo quiere"— a b e lie f  th a t became 
deeply rooted in the soul of the poor people in  Latin America, and as 
E. Barra remarks, led to  a re lig io u s  a lien atio n  g re a tly  useful to  the 
purposes of the ru ling  classes (E. Barra, Le Context de la  theologie  
de la  lib c rt io n  [P aris : CERIT, 1974], pp. 62-66 ). I t  not only tended 
to  remove fRe-  notion o f secondary causes, but also stimulated a 
posture of accepting things as they were, reaffirm in g  tendencies to 
submit to fa te  and to  adjust to circumstances, thus re jec tin g  
e x is te n tia l confrontation with a p o te n tia lly  manipul able world (see 
Emile Pin, Elementos para una Sociologia del Catolicismo Latinam eri- 
cano [Fribourg, Switzerland: O ficina internacional de Investigaciones  
Sociales de FERES, 1963], pp. 49-50; L ittw in , p. 9 ) . Thus, in th is  
"popular p ro v id en tia lism ," as Lernoux remarks, "poverty is  a 
condition of b ir th , not something th a t can be changed by individual 
or c o lle c tiv e  endeavour. Like the estate owner or d is tan t d ic ta to r ,  
God must be appeased through the intercession of the sa in ts , who are 
bribed by offerings and prayers to help average Latin  Americans get 
through th e ir  live s  o f misery in  the vague hope o f some b e tte r  
h erea fte r. On earth a t le a s t, a ll  is  preordained: born poor, die  
poor" ("The Long Path," p. 5; c f . Burns, Latin  America, p. 63 ).
^Pin, p. 50.
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American Christology and i t s  typ ica l manner of symbolizing C hrist, 
the dying and bleeding c ru c ifie d  Savior. The "powerless man of the 
c ru c ifix ,"^  a vision deeply absorbed and incorporated in to  the Latin  
American conscience, g re a tly  contributing to  shape a society 
characterized by an immense a b i l i t y  to endure suffering .
F in a lly , poverty, t r a d it io n a lly  regardea by Catholicism as a
A rias, "Contextual Evangelization," p. 20; see also V allier, 
Catholicism , Social Contro l, p. 28. In his study of Latin  American 
Christology, Saul Trinidad l is ts  f iv e  images o f the Spanish Christ 
which were propelled in to  the New World: (1) Christ as an innocent 
c h ild  adopted by his protectors; (2) a conquered and suffering  
C h ris t; (3) Christ of the "m ysteries," possessing magical powers 
esp ec ia lly  in  the sacraments; (4) C hrist as "c e le s tia l monarch," rich  
and powerful, adorned with gold, l ik e  the masters and lords of the 
New World; (5) a nonviolent, nonexploitive C hrist of benefaction, 
kind and paternal, a "philanthropic monarch" using the ta c t ic  of love 
to  win conversion but s t i l l  leg itim ating  the dominance and 
exp lo ita tio n  of the conquest. "Cristologia-Conquista-Colonizacion," in  
Cristiam sm o y sociedad (Buenos Aires: T ie rra  Nueva, 1975), pp.
12-28. In the d iv e rs ity  and complexity of these images, some proved 
more appropriate fo r the oppressors and some fo r  the oppressed. The 
oppressors, in  order to ju s t i fy  the domination, presented a Christ 
v ic to rio u s , the d is tan t and te r r ib le  monarch (Juan Marcos Rivera and 
Moises Rosa Ramos, "A R eflection  from the Context o f the Latin  
American Church, in Mission in Dialogue, ed ., Mary Motte and Joseph 
R. Lang (M aryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1982), p. 158). The poor, on 
the other hand, were overwhelmed by the C hrist portrayed in the f i r s t  
two dramatic ro les: the in fa n t in his mother's arms, the defenseless 
and inoffensive C h ris t, and the suffering and bleeding v ic tim , the 
hum iliated and u tte r ly  defeated C h ris t. In these two connections, as 
Mackay observes, C hrist was born and died, but never lived  (The Other 
Spanish C h ris t, p. 110), thus lacking humanity. This conception 
contributed to  what Combi in c a lls  an "iconization" o f the l i f e  of 
C hrist (Theologie de la  revo lu tion ; Theorie LParis: Editions Univer- 
s ita ire s l  1970J, p. 236). Assimilated in to  an icon, C hrist lo s t His 
human r e a l i ty .  He was ra re ly  associated with l i f e  and liv in g  
problems. In th is  “Cnristology of res ignation ," the impotence of the 
oppressed was in te r io r iz e d  as in e v ita b le , and not only functioned to 
sacra lize  the system of oppression, but also g re a tly  contributed to 
create the passive and conformist Latin  American poor (Azzi, pp. 49- 
50) forever weak and in constant need of protection by "benefactors."
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v ir tu e J  was presented by the missionaries as a C hristian id ea l.
Lernoux remarks th a t the bishops used to  t e l l  the people that they
should be "gratefu l fo r th e ir  poverty, because such a condition
2
merited C h ris t’ s special love." This id e a liza tio n  of poverty, as 
G utierrez notes, opened the door to a ll  kinds of equivocations.^
'in  the context o f medieval disputes over the nature and 
practice of poverty (see P h ilip  F. Mulhern, Dedicated Poverty [New 
York: Alba House, 1972], chap. 4; S. Clasen, "Poverty Controversy" 
NCE 11:651-653; D. L. Douie, The C onflic t between the Seculars and 
Mendicants a t the U niversity of Paris in the Thirteenth Century 
HJxford: um versixy press, I954JJ,  a tneoiogy in defense of poverty 
was elaborated. Thcmas Aquinas regarded poverty good because i t  is  
useful to remove the obstacles which stand in the way of the pursuit 
of s p ir itu a l perfection (Contra G entiles , 3, 133; ST 11 - 11, Q. 188, 
a. 7 ). For the Angelic Doctor, poverty is  "the foundation of a ll  
re lig io u s  l i f e  put in position by the Lord Himself" ("Contra 
Impugnantes Dei Cultum et Religionem" Opuscula Theologica I I ,  De Re 
S p ir itu a li ,  ed. R. Spiazzi [T au rin i: M a rie tti 1954] ,  p. 45 no. ZOO). 
Increasingly, adherence to  poverty, vows of poverty, marriage with 
"Dame Poverty," captured the imagination of C hris tians, creating  
ambiguities unsettled u n til present times (see Karl Rahner, "The 
Theoloqy of Poverty," Theological Investigations [London Darton, 
Longman & Todd, 1977], 8:168-214; also Rahner, "Religious Poverty in 
a Changing W orld,” ThD 11 [Spring 1963]:51-56; L. C. Bouyer, The 
Decomposition of Catholicism [Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press,
1969],"pp" 13-22; E. Bertran, "Is  Lady Poverty, Poverty?," Cord 14 
[1964]:8 -85; Eugene J. Ahern, "Religious Poverty: Fact or Fiction?" 
America May 20, 1967, pp. 753-754; E. Larkin, "Religious Poverty a 
Virtue? ," S is ter 14 [1967]:1 -6 ; D. Kucera, "Poverty in the Religious 
Community,"' American Benedictine Review 28 [1 9 6 7 ]:3 -2 6 ].
2
Lernoux, p. 6.
■^Gutierrez, "The Praxis of L iberation and the Christian  
F a ith ,"  LumVit 29 (1974):385. This must not, however, obscure the
fa c t th a t the w illingness to accept poverty in  accordance with the 
o rig in a l purpose and meaning of the "poverty movement" brought 
Catholic missionaries of the Franciscan, Dominican and Jesuit orders 
in  the Old World as well in  the New in to  close id e n tif ic a tio n  and 
p ractica l s o lid a r ity  with the poor. See Ju lio  de Santana. Good News to 
the Poor (Lausanne, Switzerland: Imprimmerie La Concorde, 197/1, pp. 
81-94; G utierrez,"En busca de los pobres de Jesucristo ," pp. 137-163.
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Furthermore, tra d itio n a l d u a lis t in terpretation  of poverty: actual
poverty, which was l i t e r a l  m aterial deprivation, and habitual
poverty, meaning poverty "in the mind," in " s p ir it ,"  in  " in te n tio n "--
not in m aterial fact--p rov ided  the basis fo r an ideological use of
the gospel. According to  th is  conception, the actual poor were
blessed because they would eventually  in h e rit heaven, so they need
not worry about th e ir  present s itu a tio n . On the other hand, to use
Dussel's language, the "oppressors, the rich  of Christendom,"^ being
"poor in s p ir it"  or in  " in te n tio n ,"  were also "blessed," and
eventually would also be saved. They could then ju s t ify  themselves to
th e ir  own consciences. In th is  s itu a tio n , as Mfguez Bonino concludes
in a tone of irony, "true doctrine was honored and everybody was
2
s a tis fie d . Or should be."
The Church at the End of the Colonial Era
The church's c o a litio n  with the ru ling  classes and p a ra lle l
a lien a tio n  of the poor was reaffirm ed in the course of the nineteenth
3
century. At the time o f the outbreak of the independence movement, 
in  the early  part o f the century, the church in i t i a l l y
iXissel, "The Kingdom of God and the Poor," InRMiss (1979): 
117; Miguez Bonino, "Poverty as Curse," pp. 4-8 .
2
Ib id . ,  p. 5.
3
In  the f i r s t  p a rt o f the nineteenth century, Latin  America 
witnessed the outbreak o f c iv i l  wars and the r is e  o f nation states. 
This period of decolonization, rooted in complex and in te rre la te d  
h is to ric a l causes, progressively worked away at the h ith erto  
homogeneous society w ith in  the continent. At th is  stage colonial 
Christendom entered in to  a long and profound process of
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attempted to  re ta in  the colonial s itu a tio n . 1 Not only did i t  strongly  
react against the independence aspirations, i t  also sought to  give 
theological bases fo r  the tra d itio n a l order. Unable to  prevent the 
changes, however, i t  ended by a lly in g  i t s e l f  with the new dominant 
class, now represented by the ru lers  of the emerging nations the 
Creole aris tocracy , 3 which in exchange fo r p o lit ic a l support, offered
decomposition.Dussel discusses th is  period under the heading "Agony 
of Colonial Christendom," A History of the Church in Latin America, 
pp. 75-136.
^ e e  L. J. Michan, Church and State in  Latin America (Chapel 
H i l l :  U n ivers ity  of North Carolina Press, 1934), pp. 3-88; also F. B.
Pike, ed. The C onflic t Between Church and State in Latin America
(New York: A lfred A. Knopr, 1964). through i t s  acknowledged spokesmen 
the church sided with ' lo y a l is t ' forces, regarding the insurgent 
n a tio n a lis ts  as heretics and "rebels against d iv ine authority" (K irk , 
Liberation  Theology, pp. 4 -14 ).
^During th is  period Latin American Catholic seminaries and 
u n iv e rs ities  were teaching the doctrine of the "derecho divino de los 
reyes" ("d iv ine  rig h t of k ings"). This "monarchist theology," wnich
demanded from the clergy as well as from the people complete
acceptance of the kings and th e ir  government, was based on l i t e r a l  
exegesis o f texts  from the Old and New Testaments, as well as on 
p a tr is t ic  au th o rities  (fo r d e ta ils  and bibliography, see J. Manuel de 
Ferrai and Maximiliano A. Salinas, "Las ideas teologicas en C h ile ,"  
in  H is to ria  de la  Teologia en America Latina , pp. 109-111; also in  
the same book, "Juan German Roscio: La teo log ia  del tr iu n fo  de la  
lib e rta d  sobre el despotismo," p. 192). The Vatican expressed strong 
disaproval o f the independence movements in two encyclicals: Etsi 
longissimo (1816) and Etsi l am Diu (1824); see K irk , L iberation  
Theoiogy~p. 5 .
3Dussel observes th a t "the church, which was linked hand in  
glove with the monarchy during the colonial period, became closely  
t ie d  to  the new Creole and la te r  bourgeois o ligarchies of the New 
Latin  American countries" (A History of the Church, p. 77). Although 
the men who waged the wars of independence were imbued with the ideas 
o f European Enlightenment, th e ir  re lig io u s  a tt itu d e , as Kirk notes, 
was avowedly Catholic (p. 7 ) . The new leaders needed the church in  
order to  ju s t i fy  th e ir  actions. Thus the independence hardly changed 
the bases of re lig io n 's  re la tio n s  to power. Evidences ind ica te  th a t 
the m ajority  o f the new governments wanted to  maintain the special
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the church protection and gave i t  status.
By the middle of the century, however, the church came under 
fie rc e  attack of free -th in k in g  p o lit ic ia n s , or " l ib e ra ls ."  Attracted  
by the teachings of European ra tionalism , 1 th e ir  opposition to the 
church as well as th e ir  an tic le rica lism  became a p o lit ic a l  
philosophy. At th is  stage, unable to respond to  the challenge of 
the tim e, the church began to  take a back seat i f  not simply fade out 
of the p ic tu re .
Progressively, opinions were polarized between conservatives 
and lib e ra ls . L ib e ra ls , concerned with progress and material 
development, sought to give to  the lower classes a chance to  r is e  in 
social status. They saw as an a ll-im p o rtan t part of th is  ideal the 
necessity "to in s t i l l  in  the c itizen s  m a te r ia lis tic  incentives, com­
p e tit iv e  in s tin c ts , and the c a p ita lis t ic  drives associated with the
position which the Catholic Church enjoyed v is -a -v is  the S tate , 
merely tran s ferrin g  the priv ileges  of patronage from Madrid to th e ir  
own hands (K irk , pp. 3 -8 ).
^ t s  most consistent base was Positivism  (see Leopold Zea, 
The Latin  American Mind [Norman: University o f Oklahoma Press, 1963], 
pp. ZZ3-Z3Z, Z41-Z53), which imposed i t s e l f  and became dominant in  
Latin America between 1870-1890 (Dussel, History and the Theology of 
Liberation , pp. 104-105). Since Positivism  proposed the sovereignty 
of reason and was h o s tile  to metaphysics and theology, i t  became a 
weapon to lib e ra l in ten ts  (see Zea, ib id . ,  pp. 164-171).
wIn th e ir  attempt to  make changes on the continent, the 
l ib e ra ls  came to see the Catholic Church as an obstacle to  reform. 
The Chilean leader Bilbao summarized the tensions between the old  
re lig io n  and the new id ea ls , affirm ing th a t "e ith e r Catholic  
theocracy or Republicanism must triumph" (quoted by Zea, p. 50; see 
also K irk , p. 13; Hechan, "A Survey of the Church-State C o n flic t in  
Latin  America during the F irs t  Century of Independence," in  The 
C o n flic t Between Church and State in Latin America, pp. 164-171).
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in d iv id u a lis tic  pursuit o f wealth."^ The Church, on the other hand,
siding with the conservative party--nam ely, the Creole aris to cracy --
2
s t i l l  under the influence of the pure-nature doctrine, placed 
emphasis on non-material s p ir itu a l rewards fo r the masses. I t  
espoused the social philosophy o f paternalism , with the fundamental 
notion th a t the natural social order called  fo r  the existence of "an 
immobile lower class permanently entrusted with the meaner 
occupations," whose members "were not expected to  r is e  w ith in  the 
social order, fo r  any endeavour on th e ir  part to do so would threaten
4
the p ro v id en tia lly -es tab lish ed  h ierarch ica l order."
5
Dominated by i ts  tra d itio n a l Church-centered v is ion , the
F. B. Pike,"The Church in Latin America," in  The Church in a 
Secularized Society, p. 323. I t  should be noted th a t the Catholic 
idea of social and economic s tra t if ic a t io n  as a natural fa c t and 
consequent view o f poverty almost as a creational order, finds its  
best expression in  Leo X I I I 's  famous encyclical "Rerum Novarum" (see 
below, p. 74, n. 3 ).
2
Manzanera, p. 100.
O
This conception b a s ic a lly  proposed th a t the government 
should supply the needs and regulate the conduct of the governed on 
the assumption th a t th is  was the best way to  secure th e ir  highest 
w elfare  (P ike, "Church in  Latin  American," pp. 325-329). To the 
l ib e ra ls , paternalism was an encouragement to  idleness and prevented 
the inculcation o f competitive c a p ita l is t ic  values among the masses, 
and thus retarded economic progress. I t  was precisely  influenced by 
th is  understanding th a t the lib e ra ls  sought to deprive the Church of 
i t s  wealth so th a t i t  could no longer carry out i ts  ch aritab le  and 
social welfare programs.
4 Ib id . , p. 328.
^During the nineteenth century there emerged w ith in  C atholi­
cism especia lly  in Europe, a theological movement which under the 
influence of lib e ra l Catholicism attempted to lead the Church to  
abandon i ts  s ta te  of siege m entality  and get down to the task of 
find ing  a more p o s itive  re la tionsh ip  with modern secular cu ltu re .
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Catholic Church, overly concerned with i ts  security and convinced
that i t  could only f u l f i l l  i ts  mission i f  and when the cu ltu ra l and
social structures were placed at I ts  service, reaffirm ed the
tra d itio n a l c o a litio n  with the economically and p o l i t ic a l ly  powerful
groups as the best p o s s ib ility  fo r re ta in ing  its  tra d itio n a l
influence. Miguez Bonino summarizes well the s itu atio n :
The Church, unprepared fo r a cu lture  in which i t  would have to 
gain i ts  place in society through d irec t persuasion and 
influence n a tu ra lly  sought support 1n those groups and parties  
which offered the p o s s ib ility  o f extending the tra d itio n a l 
forms of influence; i t  became both dependent and a llie d  with 
the conservative parties  made up of the rich  landowners and 
the old Spanish a ris to c ra c y .’
This ta c tic  evidently  required a constant f l i r t in g  with the 
quickly changing secular au thorities  and an ad hoc, problem-solving 
policy which prevented the church from developing a long-range
This attempt, however, faced its  f i r s t  setback with Pope Gregory
XVI's encyclical M irari Vos (Aug. 30, 1832), which thundered
denunciations against lib era l doctrines. This intransigence was 
fu rth e r hardened by the following Pope, Pius IX, who voiced a fin a l  
"no" to the lib e ra ls  1n his encyclical Quanta cura to which he 
attached the famous Sillabus Errorum (1864), closing the door to  any 
p o s s ib ility  of change. For a pertinen t discussion of the topic see 
Mark Schoof, A Survey of Catholic Theology 1800-1970; see also 
Aubert, The Church in  a secularized Society, pfT 3 ^ 03 ; Thomas 
Bokenkotter, A concise History of the catno lic  Church, pp. 301-326. 
In Latin  America, enlightened priests  wanted a'so a-  renewal o f the 
Church, characterized by a return to the p rim itive  Church of the 
f i r s t  three centuries, mass 1n the vernacular, a return to the 
Scrip tu re , reform or ab o litio n  of the Curia, decentra liza tion  of 
papal power and a 'poor' Church; however, th is  trend was denounced to  
Rome by the Spanish lo y a lis ts  as the "most b izarre  im piety," and the 
movement vanished (K irk , p. 6 ) .  At the F irs t  Vatican Council
(1869-1870), tra d it io n a l ecclesio logical thought prevailed and the 
Church o f f ic ia l ly  remained the same fo r almost another century.
^Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 9; see also I .  V a llie r ,
"Religious E lite s ,"  p. 194.
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strategy, not to mention the means fo r reaching the people. 1 The
resu lt was a reinforced a lienation  from the poor. In the words of
Costello , th is  new a llian ce  with the rich  parties "fu rther widened
the chasm which already separated i t  [the church], from the masses
2
and, in  fa c t ,  made i t  a l l  but unbridgeable." The Catholic Church 
became estranged both from the peasant and the emerging workers' 
classes, "who clung to th e ir  tra d itio n a l fo lk-C atholic ism  coupled 
with a profound m istrust and h o s t il ity  toward the hierarchic  
Church. " 3
The "D istinction  of Planes" Model 
The decline of the Colonial Christendom conception under the 
f ire s  o f Latin American libera lism  to  a great extent muffled the l i f e  
of the Roman Catholic Church in the continent, which during th is  
period was increasingly characterized by a reinforced defensive 
posture and withdrawal syndrome,** The economic c r is is  of 1929, with
Miguez Bonino, "The Church and the Latin America Social 
Revolution," Perspective 9 (1968):220.
2C ostello , p. 24.
3Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 9. Despite Pope Leo X I I I 1s 
encyclical Rerum Novarum (1891’ , expressing the concern of the Church 
fo r  social ju s tic e , fhe Latin American Church "lagged behind,
castigating in c ip ien t labor movements as s o c ia lis t and immoral"
(Lernoux, p. 6 ) .  In 1899 Leo X I I I  convoked the f i r s t  general meeting
of the Latin American hierarchy, in  Rome. But as Costello remarks,
"no single dramatic change resulted" (p. 26). Encased in  i ts  t r a d i­
tio n a l in s titu tio n a l r ig id it y ,  Latin American Catholicism was unable 
to  a ffirm  its  id e n tity  as the champion of social ju s tic e , and th is ,  
as Bishop Manuel Larrain of Talca, C hile , says,"has been among the 
most unfortunate consequences fo r the church" (c f. p. 24).
^During most o f the nineteenth century, Roman Catholic theo-
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i t s  profound repercussions in Latin America, however, was a hard
blow to  the an ti-C a th o lic  and a n ti-c le r ic a l c lass. As they lost
power, "Catholicism gained breathing s p a c e .T h e  breakdown of the
m ilita n t opposition marked fo r Catholicism "the end of a long period 
2
of powerlessness1 and the beginning of overtures toward the 
tra d itio n a l conservative Catholic Church, which would enable i t  to  
carry out a remarkable reconstruction. I t  marked the beginning of 
what Pablo Richard considers somewhat excessively as the "golden age
3
of the Latin American Church."
Exhibiting a d iffe re n t theological m enta lity , Catholicism  
was now able to suggest a new answer to the classic question of the 
re la tio n  between the church and the world, C h ris tia n ity  and human 
existence, fa ith  and social r e a l i ty .  In reaction to the Christendom 
model, which had le f t  secular r e a l i ty  subordinate to the church's 
in te res ts , Catholic lib era lism  sought some freedom fo r  society
logy in Latin America was "conservative neocolonial theology on the 
defensive" (E. Dussel,"The P o lit ic a l and Ecclesiological Context of 
Liberation Theology in  Latin  America," in The Emergent Gospel: 
Theology from the Underside of H istory, ed ., Sergio Torres and' 
V irg in ia  Fabella Ltiaryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1976], p. 176). The 
grave c r is is  faced by Catholicism in  the nineteenth century was not 
only a Latin American phenomenon. In Europe as w e ll, the corpus of 
revolutionary thought stemming from the Enlightenment g reatly  
affected the v i t a l i t y  o f Catholic theology. During th is  period, as 
Schoff notes, theology, the queen o f sciences, "bore the crown but 
could not impose her w il l"  (A Survey of Catholic Theology, p. 21).
M ussel, H istory and the Theology of L ib eratio n , p. 106.
o
■■Combiin, The Church and the National Security S ta te , p. 52.
3
Richard, "L iberation Theology and Current P o lit ic s ,"  p. 35.
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through a new approach, epitomized in  the "New Christendom model"1 .
I f  Augustinian theology predominated in  the Christendom
approach, Thomism did so in the New Christendom. Under a renewed
2
understanding of Thomas Aquinas' teaching o f grace and nature, i t  
was possible to overcome the ontological dichotomy between the 
natural and supernatural orders imposed by the pure-nature doctrine. 
I t  also became possible to  a ffirm  the consistency of the natural -  
human, which implied a certa in  autonomy fo r  man's temporal
3
a c t iv i t ie s .  The theological assumption behind the New Christendom 
model was a c le a r d is tin c tio n  between the "temporal" and the 
" s p ir itu a l,"  a d is tin c tio n  o f planes, in  which the Church and the
4
world are autonomous e n tit ie s  with th e ir  own respective goals. Since
See F ie rro , The Mi 1ita n t Gospel, pp. 47-75; G utierrez, A 
Theology, pp. 54-56; OusseI, H istory and the Theology, pp. 106-1077 
idem» Hi story of t he Church, pp^  106-Ilo ; Lernoux, pp. 6 -9 .
p
Aquinas' notion th a t grace does not suppress or replace  
nature but perfects and sustains i t ,  opened the door to pos­
s ib i l i t ie s  of a more autonomous and d is in terested  p o lit ic a l action  
(G u tie rrez , A Theology, p. 55). For a deta iled  study on Aquinas' 
teaching on grace and nature, see de Lubac, The Mystery of the 
Supernatural. For a b r ie f treatment of the to p ic , see Rene Laurentin, 
Liberation  Development and Salvation (Maryknoll N.Y.: Orbis Book), pp. 
5b'-7T.-----------------------------------------------------
^In the Christendom model, since the profane sphere was not 
regarded autonomous, C hristian  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  temporal tasks meant 
to  work fo r  the b enefit of the Church. In the New Christendom model, 
however, w ith the autonomy of the temporal sphere asserted, the 
meaning o f "Christian p o lit ic s "  would not flow d ire c tly  from re lig io n  
or the defense of Church in te res ts  (G utierrez, A Theology, p. 55).
4
The Church should not in te r fe re  in temporal matters except 
through moral teaching. "The layman," Dussel notes "was responsible 
fo r  everything temporal, w orld ly , m aterial and p o l i t ic a l;  the p ries t 
was the 's p ir itu a l man,' the v icar of the Kingdom of Christ" ("The 
P o lit ic a l and Ecctesial Context," p. 117). This function was large ly
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the Church was lim ited  to the supernatural order, i t  should renounce 
any d ire c t action in the temporal sphere in order to  defend its  
in te res ts . Furthermore, the Church was no longer responsible fo r  
constructing the world. This function was le f t  to the Catholic 
layman, now called  to assume the task of creating "the c ity  of man," 
and to search fo r a society inspired by C hristian princ ip les  as well 
as based upon ju s tice  and human brotherhood.
During th is  period, s ig n ifican t e ffo rts  were made to r e v ita l ­
ize  Catholicism throughout a continent deeply disturbed by economic
and social tensions.^ Linder the influence o f the social teachings 
2
of Pius X I, the Latin American Roman Catholic Church implemented the
inspired in Jacques M arita in  d is tin c tio n : "to act as a C hristian and 
to act as a C hristian  as such" (True Humanism [London: Goffrey Bless, 
1954], p. 291). See Dussel, "Sobre la h is to r ia  de la  teologia en 
America Latina ," in Enrique Ruiz Maldonado, ed. Liberacion y 
c au tiv e iro . Debates en torno al metodo de la  teo log ia  de IT  
liberacion (Mexico: Comite Qrganizador, 19 /b l, pp. 47-48.
^ h e  impoverished continent was witnessing the dirsemi nation 
o f radical ideologies (P ike, "The Church in Latin America," p. 347), 
especia lly  a considerable increase in Marxist influence (Redmond, p. 
32).
^Under Pius XI (1922-1939), Catholic concern fo r social 
ju s tic e  experienced a renewal. The encyclical Ubi Arcano (1922) 
encouraged the creation of the Catholic Action groups fo r open 
p a rtic ip a tio n  of the la i t y  in  the social sphere. Pius X I1 s social 
concern is  p a rtic u la r ly  expressed in his encyclical Quadragesimo Anno 
(1931), which not merely focused on tne condition of the poor but also 
paid a tten tio n  to  the basic causes of in ju s tic e  and poverty (see 
Donald Dor*', Option fo r the Poor [M aryknoll, N .Y .: Orbis Books, 
1983], pp. 57 -75 ). Furthermore th is  e n cyc lica l, contrary to Rerum 
Novarum, speaks of social m obility  as something d esirab le , suggesting 
fR a f Ehe poor could change th e ir  p lig n t. Quadragesimo Anno was 
considered so innovative th a t "even the re la t iv e ly  progressive 
Chilean Church o f the early  1930s withheld . . . [ i t s ]  . . .
publication" (Conway, p. 19).
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Catholic Action movement,* seeking "to awake the social conscience
of the upper classes and to induce them, under the Church leadership,
to take p a te rn a lis tic  measures aimed to  m itigating  the material
2
suffering of the masses."
Though in  the "d is tin c tio n  of planes" model the church was no 
longer, at least th e o re tic a lly , characterized by p o lit ic a l involve­
ment, the tra d itio n a l Catholic ecclesiological convictions remained 
b asica lly  unaffected."* Gutierrez observes that in the New Christendom 
approach, the Church s t i l l  regarded i t s e l f  as "the center of the work 
of salvation"^ and remained characterized by a "certain  nascissism. " 5 
The emphasis was s t i l l  on the v is ib le  and in s titu tio n a l church, 
h ie ra rc h ica lly  structured, whose mission was the protection of fa ith  
and the communication of e x tra -h is to ric a l salvation. Bound to such
Catholic Action groups organized in Latin America during the 
1930s offered the novel appeal of encouraging lay people to take co­
re sp o n s ib ility  fo r establishing a "new Christendom" in the continent, 
through labor, p o lit ic s , and cu ltu ra l a c t iv it ie s  (P ike, "The Church 
in  Latin  America," p. 347); Vakemans, pp. 23-26).
2
Pike, "The Church in  Latin America," p. 347.
^This is  c le a rly  evident in the so-called "Soanish Summa,"
or Sacrae Theologiae Summa, a seminary textbook composed mainly by 
Spanish Jesuit theologians and widely in  use throughout the Catholic 
world during the years preceding Vatican I I .  The tre a tis e  on the
Church "De Ecclesia C h r is t i ," prepared by the distinguished  
ecc les io lo g is t Joaquim S alaverri, considered by McBrien as "the most 
sophisticated and academically serious preconciliar exposition o f the 
mystery of the Church" (The Remaking of the Church, p. 27) betrays an 
exceedingly ecclesiocentric  vision (McBrien, Catholicism, pp. 659- 
661, 711, 712). See also the work of the Jesuit Sebastian Tromp,
Corpus C hris ti Quo est Ecclesia (New York: Vantage Press, 1960).
4
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 55.
^ Ib id . Even the attempt to create a ju s t and democratic
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in tra -e c c le s ia l notions, under the shadow of a long tra d itio n  of 
close un ity  with the dominant classes, and increasingly facing the 
c rit ic is m  of those who were struggling to  transform the society in  
which i t  was deeply rooted, the church was led to  re in s ta te  i ts  
tra d it io n a l se lective  p o lit ic a l involvements. 1 As i t  had happenned 
many times in the past, the church's concern fo r the poor was los t in  
its  e f fo r t  to preserve its  own influence and goals.
Mingled with th is  ecclesio log ical perception there were also 
other theological factors which tended to  re in force the practices  
that flowed lo g ic a lly  from the tra d it io n a l understanding of the 
Church. Dominated by the tw entieth-century p re -co n c ilia r Catholic  
s ta tic  world view, the church was led to emphasize the permanency
society through lay people was to  a great extent motivated by an 
ecclesiocentric  concern. Such an e f fo r t  was seen as a pre­
evangelization work, intended to achieve conditions favorable to the 
a c t iv ity  o f the Church in the world (McBrien, The Remaking, pp. 8-9; 
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 55). Moreover, when some of the social -  
action groups, aware o f the p o lit ic a l dimensions of social problems, 
engaged themselves in the p o lit ic a l arena, often taking stances 
contrary to the o f f ic ia l  positions and in te res ts  of the Church, the 
la t te r  reacted in  defense of conservative postures (see G utierrez, 
"The Praxis o f L iberation and the C hristian  F a ith ,"  LumVit 29 [1974]: 
377-381; A Theology, pp. 63-65). The Church was, in fa c t ,  denying in  
practice  the theory of the "d is tin c tio n  of planes" which postulated 
i ts  non-involvement in temporal a f fa irs .
^Dussel, "Current Events in  Latin America," p. 78. Hardly 
surpris ing, fo r  lib e ra tio n  theologians the "New Christendom," which 
stressed the autonomy of the temporal sphere with regard to the 
Church,"only masked a ta c it  a llia n ce  of the Church with oppressive 
regimes" (A lfred T. Hennelly, "Courage with P rim itive  Weapons," 
CrossCur 28 [1978]:13; G utierrez, A Theology, p. 65). To many, even 
the Catholic Action movement whose basic purpose had been to  
establish social s o lid a r ity  in the continent, seemed lik e  most 
European imports, to  be "directed p rim arily  at the small core of 
upper-class Latin  American whites, ignoring the m ajority o f the 
people who were poor" (Lernoux, p. 7 ).
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and f i x i t y  o f theological truths expressed in i ts  teachings.^ Conse­
quently, i t  tended to absolutize tra d itio n a l conservative postures, 
generally condemning a lte rn a tiv e  views in  social questions. In 
addition, re ly ing  on the Thomistic meaning of ju s tic e , the Catholic 
Church showed a persis tent tendency to re la te  social ju s tic e  to  
"peace" ( i . e . ,  absence of s t r i f e  and controversy) and "order" in 
society, an understanding that tended to de-emphasize ju s tice  and 
supported the p o lit ic a l order of the status quo and the in s titu tio n s
3
which preserved th a t order.
On th is  see C hris tine  E. Gudorf, Catholic Social Teaching on 
Liberation Themes (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, T950T7 
pp"! 6—20; a I so Gudorf's "H istorica l Change and Conceptions of 
Justice: Papal Social Teaching 1922-77," UnionSQR 23 (1978):99-100.
2
Gudorf, "H is to rica l Change," pp. 92-93. In his documents 
re la ting  to  social teachings, Pius X I, fo r example, underlined the 
tra d itio n a l b e lie f  in the permanency of tru th . For him, the Church 
possessed the whole eternal tru th  (D ivin i 111ius M ag is tri, AAS 22 
C1930]:55), and i t s  teachings contain these tru ths  as "e te rn a l,"  
"unchanging," and "unchangeable" (Quadragesimo Anno, AAS 23 [1931]: 
183; D iv in i 111ius M a tis tr i,  AAS 22 Ll930j:B3). This understanding 
is  precisely the basis fo r TRe Church's claim to  be a perfect 
society, and the leader of a ll  other societies" (Ubi Urcano, AAS 14 
[1922 j : 689-690; Gudorf "H istorica l Change, p. 9 1 ). Thus, as the 
"master o f tru th ,"  the Church, i t  was believed, holds the key to  
peaceful and happy social re la tionsh ips , which in  the tra d it io n  of 
Rerum Nov arum was based on the notion th a t man must accept unequal 
social conditions. Besides, th is  in eq u ality  is ,  i f  not necessary, 
good, i t  thus being natural to  have rich  and poor, ru le r  and ru led , 
employers and employees (Rerum Novarum, art. 14; c f. Seven Great 
Encyclicals [Glen Rock, NJ: P au lis t Press, 1963], p .8 ) .  Furthermore, 
since there is  no way to change th is  s itu atio n  (to  make the poor 
believe th a t th e ir  condition can be changed is  a deception), classes 
are ca lled  to co llabora te , (RN» 15). As a natural consequence, these 
conceptions generally  tended to sacra lize  social s tr a t i f ic a t io n .  See 
Jean Guichard, "Class Struggle and Proclamation of S alvation ," in 
Liberation Theology and the Message of Salvation, ed . Rene Metz and 
Jean Schlick (P ittsburgh , PA: Pickwick Press, 1978), pp. 79-100.
3See Gudorf, Catholic Teachings, pp. 1-5; 21-45; P ierre Bigo,
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The Church and Developmental ism
During the 1950s and e arly  1960s Latin America was generally
described as an "underdeveloped continent," a q u a lif ic a tio n  th a t
attempted to explain the desperate s itu a tio n  c f i t s  countries in
terms of lack of "an e f f ic ie n t  bureaucracy, a modern technology and a
growing in d u s tria lize d  economy."^ The p ic tu re , however, th a t emerged
from a report of the United Nations in 1952 expressed Latin American
r e a l i ty  in darker colors: tw o-thirds of the population were
physica lly  under-nourished, in  some areas to the point o f s tarva tion .
One h a lf of the people were suffering  from in fectious or deficiency
diseases. About one-th ird  of the working force was subsisting outside
o f the social and cu ltu ra l fringes of the Latin American community.
An overwhelming m ajority  of the a g ricu ltu ra l population was landless,
and most of the ex trac tive  industries were owned or contro lled  by
foreign corporate investments, with a considerable part o f the
2
p ro fits  being drained from Latin America.
That something should be done was obvious, but no one seemed
La Doctrine sociale de 1 ’ Eglise (Paris: Presses U n ivers ita ires  de 
France, 1965), chap. 4, "Thomas d'Aquin," pp. 35-55.
^ la r .  Nealy, "Liberation Theology in  Latin America: Ante­
cedents and Autochthony," Missio 6 {1978):348. For a thorough study 
o f Latin America and underdevelopment, see Development Problems in  
Latin  America; An Analysis by the United Nations Economic Commission
(Austin, TX.: U niversity  of Texas Press, 1970).
2
United Nations, Informe preiir.iinar sobre la  situacfon social 
del mundo (New York: U. TT Publications, 1952). That the s itu a tio n  
did not change in  any s ig n if ic a n t way during the fo llow ing decade is  
evident in  Marcos Kaplan, "Economic Aspects of the Latin American 
C ris is ,"  in Conscientization fo r  L iberation , pp. 242-266.
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to  know precisely where to s ta r t . 1 Then, the early  1960s marked 
a turning point in  Latin American h is to ry . Three fig u res , Premier 
Fidel Castro, President John F. Kennedy, and Pope John X X III ,  
epitomized the expectations and options fo r a new era in the 
continent. Castro and Kennedy, representing fundamental p o lit ic a l  
a lte rn a tives  fo r the fu ture of the hemisphere, raised hopes that 
traditional patterns could be broken in favor of social ju s tic e . 
Castro’ s successful revolution in Cuba proposed a rad ical change in  
the d istorted  economy of neocolonialism. I t  involved the abo lition  of 
class differences and the so c ia liza tio n  of a ll  productive wealth. 
Kennedy's A lliance fo r Progress,^ on the other hand, followed the 
strategy of development summarized in U Thant's axiom with which he 
inaugurated the F irs t Development Decade, "Development = economic
4
growth + social change."
^ h is  period witnessed the emergence of various in s titu te s  of 
re lig io u s  sociology, as re flec ted  in a confusing number of acronyms: 
CERIS, DESAL, IBEAS, DESEC, ICLA, ODUCAL, etc. (Richard, "Liberation  
Theology and Current P o lit ic s ,"  p. 35). In 1955 the bishops formed 
CELAM (Conselho Episcopal Latino-Americano). A ll these new 
in s titu tio n s  were seeking solutions to  the chaotic s itu a tio n  of the 
continent.
2
Dennis McCann, C hristian Realism, p. 136.
o
The A lliance fo r  Progress was o f f ic ia l ly  born at Punta del 
Este, Uruguay, on August 17, 1961. See Warren Nystrom and Nathan 
A. Haverstock, The A lliance fo r Progress: Key to Latin American 
Development (Princeton: L). Van Nostrand Co., 1366).
4U Thant, Toward World Peace, Addresses and Public Statements 
1957-1963 (New Yorl<l thomas Yoseloff, 1964), pp. 152-193. Gutierrez  
observes th a t th is  period "was marked in  Latin  America by great 
optimism in the p o s s ib ilit ie s  of achieving economic development" ("A 
Theology of L iberation ," T!S 31 [ 19703:137). Underdevelopment, viewed 
as a stage p rio r to development, was to be overcome by a strong push
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By th is  time, “development" was on everyone's l ip s J  Pablo 
Richard remarks th a t "the plan o f developmentalist neo-Christendom 
entered into a trium phalis tic  euphoria and showed an aggressively
an ti-so c ia l is t  character. 1,2 The developmental is t  theory was 
p aralle led  by a developmentalist theology in which the Church 
endorsed the assumption th a t gradual change in the economic and
social context could be achieved without the disruption of present 
structures.
The Latin American Catholic Church as well as the en tire
continent was by th is  time standing on the chreshold of i ts  h is to ric  
destiny. Both were facing a c r it ic a l  hour and exploring the options 
before them. The Catholic Church, by i ts  passiv ity  toward social
re sp o n s ib ility , had to some extent paved the way fo r  the d i f f ic u l t  
times i t  was increasingly fac ing . An overly s p ir itu a liz e d  re lig io n  
was able to ex is t without challenge in a s ta tic  society, which Latin
toward growth. For th is , cap ita l and technology were to  be supplied 
p rim arily  by m ultinational companies and foreign financing of needed 
purchases. J. B. Libanio, "Celam I I I :  Fears and Hopes" CrossCur 23 
(1978): 20; also W. Roston, The Stages of Economic Growth, A 
Non-Communist Manifesto (Cambridge: university  Press, I960).
^ernoux, p. 8 .
2Richard, “Liberation Theology and Current P o lit ic s ,"  p. 36.
2See Dussel, "The P o lit ic a l and Ecclesial Context," pp. 
180-181. According to Dussel the developmentalist theology emerged 
during the 1350s, as many Christians adopted the bourqeois goals of 
expansion and development ( ib id .) ;  Vi cent Ccsmac, "TowarrU a Theology 
of Development," I DOC 5 (June 13, 1970 : 86-95. For a comprehenci ve 
bibliography on th is  to p ic ,see  Gerhard Bauer, Towards a Theology of 
Development: An Annotated Bibliography (Geneva: Committee on Society, 
Development and Peace, 1970).
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America was for several centuries. Yet, when i t  came to face the
harsh r e a li t ie s  and the challenges of a restless society, c o n flic t
emerged. The people began to  perceive the Church as having been
there fo r four centuries without making any s ig n ifican t contribution
to the improvement o ' conditions.^
Precisely at th is  juncture the th ird  fig u re , Pope John X X III,
called  fo r  a n  ecumenical council (1362-1355) to update the Church's
re la tio n  to  the modern world. On the very eve of Vatican I I ,  the
B razilian  Bishop Helder Camara warned that "the problems facing the
Church in Latin America must have p r io r ity  over a l l  others. There
is  a grave danger tha t the people o f Latin America may cease to be
2
Catholic or even C h ris tian ."
The Changing Picture  
With structures inherited  from a d istant past encouraging i ts
Gross, "The Catholic Church in Latin America," p. 31. During 
the la t te r  part o f Pius X I I 's  p o n tifica te  i t  became c lear th a t a ll  
was not well with Latin American Catholic Church, so much so that a 
cardinal said: "When the Pope thinks of Latin America in the evening, 
he cannot sleep th a t n ig h t."  Walbert Buhlmann, The Coming of the 
Third Church (Maryknoll, N.Y : Orbis Books, 1978), p. 15>'. By the end 
of the t i t t i e s ,  Catholicism was progressively losing ground among 
Latin  Americans. Protestantism and Marxism were making s ig n ific a n t  
inroads in  rural and urban poor communities throughout the continent. 
Emilio Nunez, "L iberation Theology in Latin America," BibSac 134 
{1977):349. The Church was increasingly facing c ritic is m  fo r  i ts  
tra d it io n a l support of the established order and unjust social and 
economic in s titu tio n s . Latin  American C hristians, Segundo says, 
"suddenly and unexpectedly see th e ir  church serving, in  fa c t ,  the 
in te res ts  of an inhuman s tru c tu re ."  De la  sociedad a la  teologia  
(Buenos Aires: E d ito ria l Carlos Lohle, 1970), p. lbt).
2
Cited in Gross, p. 28. In the opening words of an a r t ic le  
published a few days before the f i r s t  session of Vatican I I ,  L. Gross 
observed: "The Roman Catholic Church in Latin America is  in  troub le .
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
79
id e n tif ic a tio n  with the rich  and ru lin g  classes and the whole 
tra d it io n  resu lting  from i t ,  one could hardly see how the Church 
could s h if t  sides and "reconvert" to the service o f the poor classes. 
Yet, s tr ik in g  changes started to  occur. In the e a rly  1960s, the 
universal Catholic community began to move slowly in to  a new 
d ire c tio n , 1 s ta rtin g  a process th a t would eventually deeply a ffe c t 
the e n tire  l i f e  o f Latin  American Catholicism.
The Catholic Church was increasingly facing the fa c t th a t the 
Christendom era was over. The special re la tio n sh ip  between the Church 
and Western c u ltu re , i ts  priv ileged  position in  society, and the 
mutual support provided to each other by Church and State were seen 
as outmoded conceptions. The old in s t itu t io n a l,  h ie ra rc h ica l, and 
sacramental concepts o f the Church, facing a world tha t was ever 
making less sense of re lig io u s  values, were in jeopardy. In th is  
context, i t  was re a lize d , the Church could not ex is t with its  
tra d it io n a l absolute claims. Its  mission could no longer be seen as 
the c h ris tia n iz in g  of the world or the q u an tita tive  in tegration  of 
people in to  a sacrament-dispensing churchly in s t itu t io n . Hardly 
surpris ing , John X X II I ,  in one of the e a r lie s t  public expressions of 
his in ten tion  to summon a Council, a rticu la te d  his conviction that
No stranger to challenges, i t  faces an unprecedented one today. 
Before most Church members now a liv e  are dead, there w ill  be as many 
Catholics in  Latin  America as in  the res t of the world combined—or 
there w ill  be few, i f  any, Latin  Americans le f t  in  the Church" (ibid.).
^ i t h  his Encyclical Mater e t Magistra (May 15, 1961), John 
X X III (1958-1963) started a new era in  tne social teachings of the 
Catholic Church. Although he did not commit the Catholic Church to 
an "option fo r  the poor" in  the sense th a t th is  expression came to be
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
80
the Council would be an event "that ought to move heaven and earth.
Vatican I I  and the Church of the Poor 
The ecclesio logical formulations of Vatican I I  o f f ic ia l ly
marked a considerable departure from the tra d itio n a l post-Tridentine
2 3conception of the Church. Thus, Lumen Gentium, the Dogmatic Consti­
tu tio n  on the Church, begins by describing the Catholic Community as 
"a kind of sacrament."^ The second chapter of the document speaks of
adopted in  la te r  times, he p u b lic ly  and c le a rly  put the weight of the 
Church on the side of a policy of social reforms in  favor of the poor 
and deprived. From th is  time on a concern fo r the poor began to 
pervade John X X III 's  documents, arousing the dormant conscience of 
the Catholic world. See Dorr, Option fo r the Poor, pp. 87-116.
^ohn X X III ,  "Volge i l  settimo: Address to  the F a ith fu l a fte r  
Vespers on Pentecost Sunday," TPS 5 (1959):404. Later he affirmed  
tha t the council would be an "extraordinary Epiphany," a "new 
Pentecost." "E grande la  g io ia : Address to the Roman Seminarians," 
TPS 6 (1960):322.
2
Bonaventure Kloppenburg considers th a t the post-Tridentine  
ecclesio log ical conceptions "lasted o f f ic ia l ly  u n til November 21, 
1963," when they were re jected  by John X X III in agreement with the 
m ajority  o f the Council Fathers. The Ecclesiology of Vatican I I  
(Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1974;, pp. A, I l 7  More cautiously, 
however, McBrien stresses th a t although Vatican I I  advanced the 
Catholic conception of the church, i t  "did no break completly with 
the Ptolemaic perspective" (Do We Need the Church, p. 151. McBrien 
devotes an e n tire  chapter in th is  book to  discuss "The Residue of 
Church-Centered Theology," pp. 152-166).
3
Lumen Gentium is  regarded as the centerpiece of Vatican I I ,
not only because TT is  the f i r s t  fu ll-o rb e d  c o n c ilia r  exposition
of the doctrine of the Church in  Catholic h istory  but also because 
i t  is  the fundamentum of the other f if te e n  documents o f the Council. 
An English tra n s la tio n  o f Lumen Gentium can be found in  W. E. Abbott,
The Documents of Vatican TTI This source book places Lumen Gentium
rig h t ly  at the head of a l l  the c o n c ilia r documents.
\umen Gentium, a r t .  1. On the concept of "sacrament" as 
applied to the Church, see Schi1lebeeckx, Christ the Sacrament of the 
Encounter w ith God (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1963), pp. 47-54.
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the Church as "People of God," and i t  is  not u n til the th ird  chapter 
th a t i t  raises the question o f structures and authority .^  This very 
sequence, in which the church as a community precedes the church as a 
hierarch ical in s titu tio n , is  revealing. The tra d itio n a l post- 
Tridentine framework ceased to  be the determinative c r ite r io n . In the 
mind of the Council, the Church is not p rim arily  an organizational 
in s titu t io n  and societas perfecta or a s ta tic  s tructure , reaching by 
i t s  hierarchy»as i t  w ere,pyram idically into heaven. I t  is  p rim arily  a 
community, a p ilgrim  people s t i l l  laboring in im perfection.
This s h ift  o f emphasis from the hierarchy to the whole commu-
3 . .n ity , epitomized in  the phrase "People of God," implied a new vision
Although the Copernican revolution in Catholic ecclesiology  
emerged in  the o f f ic ia l  decisions of Vatican Council I I ,  the 
th eo re tica l bases fo r  many o f these changes were products of 
theological currents already at work. Especially since World War I I ,  
a systematic s h ift  in the theological doctrine of the church had been 
occurring under the influence of a new generation of Catholic  
theologians, men such as Congar, Rahner, Schi1lebeeckx, de Lubac, and 
Ku'ng, representatives of Catholic Progressi ve Theol ogy. (For a b r ie f  
discussion and bibliography, see McBrien, Catholicism, pp. 662-666; 
fo r  more extensive treatment, see Walden, The Concept of the Church in  
Recent Roman C atholic , p a rtic u la r ly  chaps"! Z and 31.
^The ecclesio logical im plications of th is  sequence are 
perceptively noted by Congar, "ainsi 1 'ontologie de la  grace ou la  
re a l i te  de l'ex is ten ce  chretienne e ta it  posee en sa p r io r ite  et sa 
primaute a 1 'egard de 1 'organisation sociale ou de la  structure  
jurique" ( 1 ‘E g lise , p. 473; see also McBrien, The Remaking, p. 44).
^For an analysis of th is  image which is  the principal 
paradigm of the Church in the documents of Vatican I I ,  see Congar, 
"The Church: The People o f God," in  The Church and Mankind, ed. E. 
Schi1lebeeckx (Glen Rock, N. J .:  Paulis t Press, 1964), pp. 11-37; M. 
Hoffmann, pp. 198-208, and D ulles, Models of the Church, pp. 57-67). 
Hebert Roux notes that w hile introducing Tn i t s  ecclesiology the 
basic notion of the Church as "The People of God," a p r ie s tly  and 
messianic people called  to  point prophetically  to the kingdom, 
Vatican I I  nevertheless fa ile d  to  renounce its  c lassic  conception of
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of the Church, "horizontal" instead of " v e r t ic a l,"  dynamic rather
than s ta t ic , evolutionary not a h is to ric a l. I t  envisaged the Church
as something mutable, h is to r ic a lly  conditioned, and subject to  the ups
and downs of h is to rica l influences, in v ia  not in g lo r ia , thus in
d irec t dialogue with the world . 1
As Congar observes. "S’affranchissant de la  preocupation
obsedante du pouvoir, du prestige, d'une d e fin itio n  jurid ique des
rapports plus ou moins concurrentiels entre pouvoirs, Vatican I I  a
renouvele la  fagon d'aborder la  re la tio n  entre I'E g lis e  et le
Monde." That the ecclesiological p rincip les of the Council were
c le a r ly  oriented to the service of the world and i t s  struggles fo r
ju s tic e  and d ign ity  is  evident, especially  in the "Pastoral
Constitution of the Churc1, in  the World," Gaudium et Spes,
3
s ig n if ic a n tly  the longest of the documents o f Vatican I I .  The
the h ierarch ical church society whose h is to ric  constitu tion  forms an 
in tegral part of i ts  fa ith  ("The Renewal in  the Roman Catholic
Church," RefWorld 30 (1969):261-262. The obvious basis fo r th is
c ritic is m  is  found in  the th irte e n th , fourteenth and eighteenth 
a rtic le s  o f Lumen Gentium, and in the th ird  a r t ic le  o f the Decree on 
Ecumenism, as we 11 as in the Decree on the Missions.
^ e e  Lindbeck, The Future of Roman Catholic Theology, pp. 33- 
38. Congar notices that "la  notion de peupie de Dieu convenait aussi 
pour exprimer 1 'h is to r ic ite  (e t done 1 'im perfection, la  reformabi- 
l i t e )  d'une Eglise qui 'entre dans l 'h is to ir e  des hommes’ e t y avance
dans l ' i t in e r a l r e  meme des hommes" ( 1'E g lis e , p. 474).
2Congar, 1 'E g lis e , p. 474.
o
Abbott, pp. 199-316. Gaudium et Spes declares the Church to  
be in , fo r ,  and open to the world, not above, against, and closed to 
i t  (see Jay, The Church: I ts  Changing Image, 2:102; also Robert 
McAfee Brown, "Response" at the end of Gaudium et Spes in  Abbott's 
ed , pp. 309-316*
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Council Fathers advocated an opening to the world1 and urged the
2
Church to scrutin ize  the signs of the times, to share in  the agonies
of modern man so as to  make the gospel cred ib le , especia lly  to  the
poor and su ffe rin g . 0
Chenu points out th a t the ecclesiological s h ift  from the 
concept o f an au thoritarian  Church to th a t of the Church as the
people of God in a community developing from the mystery of C hris t,
n a tu ra lly  awoke in the Council Fathers a new s e n s itiv ity  to the human
A
and evangelical problems of poverty. In fa c t, according to Rene 
Laurentin, an expert on Vatican I I ,  one of the Council's greatest 
problems was "in the matter c f the Church's becoming on a grand scale 
the Church of the poor."^
See the introduction to the Constitution by Father D. R. 
Campion (Abbott, pp. 183-198). Gaudium e i Spes portrays the Church as 
" tru ly  and in tim ate ly  linked with mankind and its  h is to ry ,"  to modern 
society in  i ts  c u ltu ra l, economic, and p o lit ic a l dimensions (a r t .  1).
2
Gaudium et Spes, a r t .  4.
^ Ib id ., a r t .  1.
^Chenu, p. 58. Chenu remarks that the Council came to face 
the fa c t th a t, despite ch aritab le  work, "there is  much tru th  in 
the received opinion th a t the poor receive l i t t l e  respect or support 
in  the Church; there, as in society a t large, they are a marginal 
group, and though they are c e rta in ly  the objects of much praiseworthy 
c h arity , they are not acknowledged as sharing 'r ig h ts ' in  the name of 
social ju s tic e ."  I t  was perceived that the world of labor had come 
in to  being outside the Church, Chenu goes on, "and the Church s t i l l  
does not know how to push her way in to  th is  vast continent of 
humanity" (pp. 57-58); see also Gary MacEoin, What Happened at Rome? 
(New York: H o lt, Rinehart and Winston, 196677 pp7 108-129; Yves 
Congar, Pour une Eglise servante e t pauvre (Paris: Les Editions du 
C erf, 1963); Peter Riga, pp. 45-87; J. C. Baumont e t a l . ,  Eglise et 
pauvrete (Paris: Les Editions du C erf, 1965).
^Cited by Gauthier, Consolez mon peuple, p. 221. In his
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As a re su lt of th is  emphasis,^ the concern fo r the poor
emerged in many scattered references, p a rtic u la r ly  in  the two major
2
c o n c ilia r  constitu tions , Lumen Gentium and Gaudium et Spes. In
Chenu's words the description the Church o f the poor or the Church
th a t is  poor "sums up perfectly  one feature of the face the Church
sought to adopt at the Vatican Council in  an e f fo r t  to be true to
3
i t s e l f  and a l iv e l ie r  awareness o f i ts  true nature."
address ju s t before the closing o f the f i r s t  session, Cardinal 
Lercaro Archbishop of Bologna argued that the Council would not shed 
l ig h t  on the mystery of the Church, the "sacrament of C h ris t,"  
without bringing up the "mystery of Christ among the poor." Hence he
requested th a t p r io r ity  be given to the preparation of the
evangelical doctrine on the preeminent d ig n ity  of the poor. See the 
summary made by R. Rouquette, "De Rome e t la  ch re tien te ,"  Etudes 316 
(1963):260-266.
^During the f i r s t  session of the Council a study group, "the 
Church-of-the-poor group," was formed by several prelates (MacEom, 
pi I V i ) . rhis small but highly vocal in ternational group developed 
the notion th a t the Church is  "servant of the poor," at the service 
of the poor, and even the concept of the "Church of the poor." J. 
Combi in , "The Church in Latin America a fte r  Vatican I I , "  LADOC 7:14 
(Jan/Feb. 1977):6. By the time of the la s t session of the Council,
bishops of the poor nations of the Third World had become increas­
in g ly  active working both to re in force  the vision of the "Church of 
the poor" and \.u spell out the practica l demands that follow  from i t .  
In the f in a l session, Paul VI seemed to have contemplated publishing  
an encyclical on poverty. The plan came to  nothing, but at Easter 
1967, the encyclical Populorum Progressio appeared, to a great extent 
as a re s u lt of th is  development (Chenu, p. 61). I t  is  generally  
agreed th a t Paul V i's  audacious encyclical was directed s p e c ific a lly  
at Latin  America (Lernoux, p. 9 ).
2
Lumen Gentium re fers  to the m atter of the poor sixteen  
tim es. CJne or tne most s ig n ific a n t references appears in a r t .  8 , 
where in  a c a re fu lly  elaborated passage, the poor are discussed in  a 
ch ris to lo g ica l and ecc les io log ica l context. Furthermore, at least 
fourteen references to the poor can be found in  Gaudium et Spes. As 
Chenu notes, reference to poverty is  im p lic it  in every line of th is  
C onstitu tion , especially  in  the section on economic l i f e  (p. 59).
3
Chenu, p. 56.
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Vatican I I  represented a s ig n ific a n t advance of the Church's 
social teaching, in  many aspects superseding tra d itio n a l notions . 1
Evading the Thomist Framework which characterized Rerum Novarum,
2
Gaudium et Spes conceived peace not merely as absence of war. Nor 
did i t  defend any f a t a l is t ic  and r ig id  concept o f class s tru c tu re ."1 
I t  even departed from the tra d itio n a l emphasis o f the Church on the 
rig h ts  of p riva te  property ownership. Contrary to  Rerum Novarum and
P a rtic u la rly  Gaudium et Spes marked a relevant turning point 
fo r  the Church's social doctrine, ijuentin L. Quade, w ritin g  from a 
conservative perspective, argues th a t Gaudium et Spes, rather than a 
"ground-breaking," is  only "a very in te l l ig e n t ly  done synthesis of 
t ra d it io n a l understandings." The Pope and Revolution (Washington, D. 
C .: Ethics and Public Policy Center, l982), pi 5. This analysis  
however, seems to  miss the innovative character of the document, 
which even where i t  repeats the tra d itio n a l teachings does so with an 
increased degree of au thority  and c r e d ib il i ty .  For a more positive  
evaluation of the contribution  o f Gaudium et Spes, see Dorr, Option 
fo r the Poor, pp. 120-124. For a helpful analysis of the sociaI 
teachings of the Second Vatican Council in comparison with other 
Catholic tra d itio n s , see Rodger Charles and Drostan Maclaren, The 
Social Teaching of Vatican I I  (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1982).
o
Bound with Thomism, Rerum Novarum and the papal documents in  
i t s  tra d it io n  up to the time of John x X lI I  were prone to id e n tify  
social ju s tice  with social order and the in s titu tio n s  which preserved 
i t ,  a notion th a t tendeu to consolidate the status quo (see above, p. 
74). Gaudium et Spes, on the contrary, conceives real peace as b u ilt  
not merely on any order but on one to be brought in to  existence by
the th ir s t  o f people fo r  an ever more perfect ju s tic e  (a r t .  78). I t
must be brought about by human commitment and e f fo r t  ( ib id . ) .  I t  must 
be defended, renewed ( ib id . ) ,  firm ly  linked to ju s tic e , and extended 
to  the whole economic order (a r t .  83).
3
In i ts  strong warnings against the "s o c ia lis t th re a t,"  Rerum 
Novarum had affirm ed th a t i t  is  'n a tu ra l' to  have rich  and poor, 
ru lers  and ru led , employers and employees, and since such condition  
is  an in tegra l part o f the natural existence of s in fu l man, nothing 
can change i t  (see above, p. 74, n. 2 ) . Thus, i t  ca lled  the r ich  to
generosity and the poor to "tranquil res ignation ."
4Misreading Aquinas' teachings on the common purpose of goods
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Quadragesimo Anno, which taught th a t people are obliged to give to
the poor "out o f what remains over" ( superflua) a fte r  they have
provided th e ir  needs,^ Gaudium e t Spes strongly in s is ts  th a t people
are "obliged to come to the r e l ie f  of the poor and to do so not
2
merely out of th e ir  superfluous goods." Furthermore, Gaudium et 
Spes envisages the Church as committed to make the human fam ily  more 
t ru ly  human  ^ by proclaiming and fostering human r ig h ts ,*  establishing
[which is primary and fundamental], and the individual appropriation  
[which comes on a secondary level as a means of guaranteeing the 
proper management of wealth] (ST 2-2 q .66, aa .l and 2 ) , Cajetan 
interpreted as p rivate  property "what Aquinas called common purpose. 
Consequently, p rivate  property entered in to  Catholic tra d it io n  as 
primary and of divine r ig h t. U ntil recently the popes have maintained 
th a t the preservation of p rivate  property was of f i r s t  p r io r ity  in 
any solution of the social problem (see Rerum Novarum 4 -1 2 ). For a 
stim ulating discussion of th is  to p ic , s'ee Gudorf, Catholic Social 
Teaching, pp. 112-165; also Laurentin, L iberation , Development 5 
Salvation, chap. 6 , "The Rights o f the Poor," pp. 83
^The teaching that one is  obliged to give to the poor out of 
one's superflua (Rerum Novarum a r t .  19 and Quadragesimo Anno a rts . 
50, 51, c f . ,  ST 2a, 2ae q. 33, a. 6 ) ,  as Dorr notes, gave r is e  to  a 
d is tas te fu l type of casuistry, allowing the rich to calcu late  that 
they had no obligation to give to  the poor u n til the normal status 
symbols of wealthy people had been acquired. In Dorr's view, instead  
of imposing a heavy obligation  on the rich  to help the needy, i t  
offered a kind of ju s tif ic a tio n  fo r  turning a deaf ear to  the cry of 
the poor, on the grounds that one has to liv e  up to one's social 
standing ( Option fo r the Poor, pp. 128-129).
2
Gaudium e t Spes, a r t .  69. Vatican I I  posed the ob ligation  
to  help the poor in  conclusive and forcefu l terms. I f  Leo had evoked 
Thomas' authority  to support his position regarding the ob ligation  of 
giving to the poor out of one's superflua, the Fathers of Vatican I I  
appealed to an even more ancient and honourable tra d it io n , i .  e . ,  
th a t of St. B as il, Lactantius, Augustine, St. Gregory the Great, e tc . 
(see Abbott, pp. 278-279, n. 222-239).
3
Gaudium e t Spes, a r t .  40.
4
Ib id . ,  a r t .  41.
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and building up human community, and the in it ia t io n  o f action fo r the
service of a l l .  especially  of the poorJ At the Council the Church
even took a step towards the adoption of a prophetic ro le in matters
of social ju s tic e . In a c lear departure from tra d it io n , a key passage
of Gaudium et Spes suggests a new basis fo r the re lationship  between
the Church and p o lit ic a l powers:
The Church . . . does not lodge her hope in priv ileges con­
ferred  by c iv i l  au th o rities ; indeed she stands ready to re ­
nounce the exercise of certa in  leg itim a te ly  acquired rights  i f  
1t  becomes c lear tha t th e ir  use raises doubt about the sincer­
i t y  of her witness or th a t new conditions of l i f e  demand some 
arrangement.
With the ecclesio logical s h ift  th a t took place at Vatican
I I ,  the Catholic Church freed i t s e l f  from its  tra d itio n a l ecclesio-
centrism and was able to turn outwards toward the modern world, and
3
even hinted at a p a r t ia l i ty  fo r  the poor. However, since the
4
Council was working on an agenda set mainly by the F irs t World, its
h b id . ,  a r t . 42.
Ib id .,  a r t . 76. This determination of relinquishing p r iv i ­
leges in order to  re ta in  freedom of witness, of judgment, and action 
was a decisive step toward the radical or prophetic conception of the 
church, and c erta in ly  a paradigmatic stance fo r the Latin American 
Church in the years following the Council (see Dorr, p. 138)
3
This does not mean th a t the Church was not concerned with 
the poor and with the suffering caused by poverty before the Council. 
Catholic social teaching is in  i t s e l f  an evidence contrary to th is  
conclusion. From Leo X I I I ,  the popes of the modern period have 
spoken at great length on the poor and poverty. For an overview of 
the concern of the Church fo r the poor in the pre-Vatican period, see 
Dorr, pp. 11-86. Vatican I I ,  however, put some structural changes on 
the agenda and deal with the poor with an increased degree of 
authority .
4
Generally speaking the Council represented the concerns and 
p r io r it ie s  of northern European theologians (Dorr, p. 119). Although
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perspective could hardly be that of the masses of the world's 
poor. The Council Fathers wanted to " f ix  a steady gaze" on the poor, 
but in fa c t seemed to  be looking at the poor from the outs ideJ For 
th is  reason, p recisely , "the Council does not have anything very 
insp iring  to say s p e c ific a lly  to those who are poor and powerless." 
Indeed, adds Dorr, " i t  speaks more about the poor than d ire c tly  to 
them.
Although the Documents of Vatican I I  attempted to discard the 
tra d itio n a l 'escapist' s p ir i tu a li ty  of the poor, with i ts  emphasis on 
poverty as something to  be endured in the hope of fu tu re  reward, and 
even rebuked the tra d itio n a l s p lit  between fa ith  and action,^ the 
Council's "option fo r  the poor" is  framed w ith in  the tra d itio n a l
more than six hundred Latin American bishops were present at Vatican 
I I ,  and those representing the Third World accounted fo r about 42 
percent of the Council (Dussel, History and the Theology of 
Liberation , p. 112; Aubert, pp. 6 Z /-6Z 8), th e ir  involvement or 
p a rtic ip a tio n  was not p a rtic u la r ly  s ig n ific a n t. "What was missing was 
a coherent Third World theology and a body of experts to a rtic u la te  
such a theology. In the absence of these i t  is  not surprising that 
even Third World problems were looked at to some extent from a F irs t 
World perspective" (Dorr, p. 120).
'Gaudium et Spes opens with a m anifestation of s o lid a rity  
with the poor: "the joys and hopes, the g rie fs  and the anxieties
. . . especially  [o f ]  those who are poor or in any way a ff l ic te d ,  
these too are the joys and hopes, the g rie fs  and anxieties of the 
follow ers of Christ" (a r t .  1 ). This sense of s o lid a r ity , however, is  
no longer as evident in  the remainder of the document.
2
Dorr, p. 131. Biihlmann observes th a t despite the Council's 
emphasis on the Church of the poor, i t  did not re s u lt "in any 
e ffe c tiv e  trend towards the Church of the poor" (The Coming of the 
Third Church, p. 120).
3
So severe was th is  dichotomy in the l i f e  of the Church, not 
only in Latin America but everywhere during the years preceding 
Vatican I I ,  tha t i t  characterized th is  gap-m entality as "one of the
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p a te rn a lis tic  vision ( i . e . ,  the poor as the object o f ch arity  and
social s e rv ic e )J  Furthermore, there is  no perception that the poor
2
has anything to  say to  the theological method.
For these reasons, Vatican I I ,  one might conclude, s t i l l  
seems to  operate w ith in  the context of the "d is tin c tio n  of planes." 
The in s titu tio n a l Church and the la i t y ,  theology and social teachings 
remain separate. The Church is  s t i l l  an "order apart" and thus the 
Council did not recognize any d ifference between Christians working 
to  a lle v ia te  poverty fo r  the benefit of the poor and the church
more serious errors o f our age" (Gaudium et Spes, a r t .  43 ). 
C hris tians , the Council exhorts, musT not "shirk fh e ir  earth ly  
re sp o n s ib ilit ie s "  ( ib id . ) .
^The concept of the "poor," in the C onciliar thought, Miguez 
Bonino remarks, "remains imprecise" ("Ecclesia Pauper, Ecclesia  
Pauperum en el Vaticano I I  y en la  teo log ia  ca to lica  lationoamericana 
re c ie n te ,"  in Los Pobres [Buenos Aires: E d ito ria l La Aurora, 1978], 
p. 141). The counci I describes the poor as the "needy," the 
"su ffe rin g ,"  the "weak," the "sick" (notions that can be applied to  
any level o f existence). The poor, therefo re , are seen as those in  a 
condition of deprivation and not as a precise socio-economic category 
( ib id . ) .
2See, in chapter 2, the discussion of lib e ra tio n 's  theo log i­
cal method and the ro le  o f the poor in i t .  In his analysis of Lne 
C o n c ilia r references to the "poor," Mfguez Bonino concludes th a t fo r  
the most part these references are "superfic ia l and perip heric . There 
is  no serious discussion o f the theme: neither from the
th eo lo g ica l-ecc les io lo g ica l perspective, as one would expect from 
Lumen Gentium, nor from a e th ica l-so c io lo g ica l perspective, as one 
would expect rrom Gaudium et Spes " (Bonino, ib id . ,  p. 138). Although 
theologians such as Paul Gauthier and Cardinal Lercaro strongly  
stressed Jesus' sacramental un ity  with the poor, a theme with  
profound ecclesio log ical im plications, the Council c a re fu lly  avoided 
th is  emphasis. Even Vatican I I ' s  notion of the "Poor Church" is  taken 
by European th eo lo g i'r;. such as Congar, Rahner, and others, as 
meaning the Church abandoning "pomp," "ostentation ," and 
“trium phalism ," and renouncing being domina to be a n c illa  (Bonino, 
ib id . ,  p. 139).
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working to  abolish poverty from w ithin a commitment with the poor 
expressed in p o lit ic a l terms.- The sharp dichotomy between theology 
and social teachings remained, and fo r th is  reason the poor "knocked 
on the Council's door, but only got a glimpse inside."^
Medellin Conference: The Discovery o f the Poor 
The Second Vatican Council, which ushered in  a new stage in 
the l i f e  of the universal Roman Catholic Church, had in  Latin America 
the e ffe c t of a v io len t earthquake. 2 The Council leg itim ized  certa in  
tendencies which were a lien  to the Church in  Latin  America and led i t  
to  re je c t th e ir  opposites, which u n til then had represented 
orthodoxy. As Conway points out, "the Second Vatican Council enabled 
the Latin  American Church to forge, fo r the f i r s t  tim e, i ts  own 
fu tu re . " 3 ..
'G utierrez,"The Poor in  the Church," p. 13.
2 Jose Combi in , "The Church in  Latin America," p. 1. Without 
doubt Vatican I I  was a determining fa c t in the h is tory  of Latin  
American Catholicism. Dussel points out th a t 1962, the inaugural year 
o f the Council, marked the beginning of a new era, a h is to rica l 
upturn fo r the Latin  American Catholic Church. He s ta tes, "Up to  19C2 
. . . the Church tended to defend i ts  own in s titu tio n s  v is -a -v is  the 
S tate . Since then the Church has tended to  defend the rights  of the 
poor and the common people" (H istory and the Theology of L iberation , 
p. 120). C. Peter Wagner seems to  be ju s t if ie d  is  his judgment th a t 
"when Western h is torians evaluate th is  period a century from now, i t  
may well turn out th a t Pope John X X III w il l  have been judged to  have 
had more influence on the Latin  American continent than any other man 
in  the twentieth century. Roman Catholics w ill  never be the same, as 
the re s u lt o f the council he called  and the a tt itu d e  he infused."  
Lat in  American Theology: Radical or Evangelical (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
lerdmans, 19 /0), p. W.
3Conway, "Latin America's P attern ," p. 20. For a discussion 
o f the impact o f Vatican I I  on Latin American theological thought,
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The Council Fathers had emphatically advocated an ‘opening to
the w orld ,' and stated that the Church should be 'a t  the service of
the w orld .' From the Latin American perspective, th is  world was
perceived in a very specific  way: an underdeveloped world of poverty
and oppression.^ Church leaders and committed Christians throughout
the continent began to  r e f le c t  seriously on the c o n c ilia r thought
2
with i ts  anthropocentric o rien ta tio n , horizontal ecclesiology, and
see Mark McGrath, "Church Doctrine in  Latin America," in The Church 
and Social Change in Latin America, ed. Henry A. Lansdberger (Notre 
uame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1970), pp. 97-112; also Roberto 
Oliveros Maqueo, Liberacion y teo log ia: genesis y crecimiento de una 
re flex io n  1966-1975 (Mexico C ity : u K , 1 9 //) ,  pp. 8d -116.
^In the years follow ing the end of the Council, the p o lit ic a l,  
economic and social context o f Latin America changed dram atically . 
The p lig h t of the impoverished masses became increasingly worse. The 
f i r s t  cracks on the developmentalist program began to appear and the 
hope fo r  democratic development was on the wane. Many C hristians, 
d is illus ion ed  with reform ist s trateg ies supported by the Church, were 
no longer seeking Christian answers to social and economic problems, 
but were jo in ing  forces with secular e lite s  and Marxists to find  more 
ju s t solutions, a posture epitomized by the young revolutionary  
Colombian p ries t Camiio Torres, whj joined the g u e rrilla s  in th e ir  
f ig h t  against oppression in Colombia. Torres' w ritings are found in  
Camilo Torres: Revolutionary Writings (New York: Herder and Herder, 
1969): see a'so Harold t .  Davis. Revolutionaries, T ra d itio n a lis ts , 
and D ictators in  Latin America (New York: Cooper Square, Publishers, 
1973), pp. 7 5 -/9 . rhe Catholic Church was increasingly perceived as 
an ideological a lly  o f foreign and national forces th a t were keeping 
the continent in dependence and poverty. In a le t te r  to Pope Paul, 
precisely  before the Medellin Conference, The Bureau of CLASC (Latin  
American Committe of C hristian Trade Unions, which has some fiv e  
m illio n  Catholic members), expressed a hard judgment: "Beware,
brother Paul. Religion and the Church have constantly been used in  
Latin America to ju s t ify  and buttress in ju s tic e , oppression, 
repression, exp lo ita tio n , persecution, the murder o f the poor.""Carta 
ab ierta  de trabajadores 1 atinoamericanos al papa Pablo V I,"  in 
Ig le s ia  Latioamericana, iprotesto  o profecia? ed.. J. L. Segundo and 
R. Cetruio tBuenos Aires: Ediciones Busqueda, 1969), p. 82.
2
John X X III 's  s p ir i t  assumed by Paul VI and climaxing in the 
encyclical Populorum Progressio was characterized by an antropo-
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strong emphasis on social ju s tic e . The insights of Vatican I I ,  
increased by Pope Paul's innovative Populorum Progression  when 
applied to the s ituation  of the continent spurned the dormant forces 
of Latin  American Catholicism, creating an ethos of theological 
freedom and ecclesiological pluralism .
The Catholic community started to awake from its  long lack of 
concern fo r social ju s tice  fo r the poor and oppressed. Within 
d iffe re n t sectors of the church a movement taking the side of the
centric  o rien tation : "All things on earth should be re la ted  to man as 
th e ir  ren ter and crown" (Gaudium et Spes, a r t .  12). This
concentration on man led to ~a revolution TrT Catholic theology, 
l itu rg y , preaching, and m inistry (Gremellion, p. 123). I t  encouraged 
the Church to  a "bold entry in to  the p o lit ic a l and cu ltu ra l arena" 
(A. T. Hennely, Theologies in C o n flic t: The Challenge of Juan Luis 
Segundo, pp. 2-3TT arid provided the stimulus fo r a new a ttitu d e
toward communism and socialism (R. McAfee Brown, Theology in a New 
Key [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1978], pp. 27-35).
^Published a l i t t l e  over a year a fte r  the close of the 
Council, the encyclical is  p rim arily  concerned with the re lationship  
between rich  and poor nations rather than rich and poor individuals  
or classes. I t  reproves the princip les and ideology of l ib e r a l is t ic  
capita lism  (a r t .  26) and defends the idea that individuals and 
peoples are e n title d  to  become "the agents of th e ir  own destiny"
(a r t .  77, c f . a rts . 35, 70). In a key statement Paul VI le f t  open a
loophole fo r the p o s s ib ility  of violence as a la s t-re s o rt measure. 
While he condemned the v ia b i l i ty  of v io len t revolution , he made a 
s ig n ific a n t q u a lif ic a tio n : "We know, however th a t a revolutionary  
uprising— save where there is  manifest, long-standing tyranny which 
would do great damage to  fundamental personal righ ts  and dangerous’ 
harm to the common good of the country--produces new in ju stices  . . . 
and brings on new disasters" (a r t .  31). Popu1 orurn Progressio was so 
innovative and challenging to the status quo, th a t the Wall Street 
Journal described i t  as "warmed-over Marxism" (quoted By McAfee 
Brown, p. 32). To the Latin American Church, Lernoux affirm s, the 
encyclical "had the e ffe c t of spring cleansing . . . the f i r s t  such 
cleansing in  history" (p. 9 ) . S t i l l ,  though Populorum Progressio 
meant a s ig n ific a n t step towards a re a lis t ic  "option fo r the poor," 
follow ing the tra d itio n a l approach, social changes continue to be 
envisaged as something to be brought about "from the top down," 
mainly by those 'a t  the top' (Dorr, pp .152-156).
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poor was gaining momentum,  ^ and three years a fte r  the close of
Vatican I I ,  the conference of the Latin American Bishops which met in
2
M edellin , Colombia, in 1968, provided the Magna Charta fo r the new 
trends w ith in  the Latin American Church. The conference focused on 
the theme "The Church in the Present-day Transformation of Latin  
America in the Light o f the Council." What seems to  have emerged 
from M edellin, however, as Gutierrez notes, indicates a reversal of 
the t i t l e  to  a rather d iffe re n t reading: "The Present-day
Transformation of the Council in the Light of Latin America. " 3 In an 
attempt to 'tra n s la te ' the c o n c ilia r and papal thought fo r the
As the 1960s progressed, re lig ious  leaders, sensitive to the 
p lig h t of the masses, began to ra ise  questions regarding the ro le  of 
the Church in the seemingly hopeless condition of the continent. 
Comblin re fers  to bishops, p riests , and nuns who, severing the tie s  
with tra d itio n a l postures, assumed an open commitment to the poor 
in  an "evangelical renewal which seems to be sweeping the continent" 
("The Church in  Latin America" pp. 7 -8 ).
3The Latin American bishops held th e ir  Second General Confer­
ence from August 24 through September 6 , 1968. The significance of 
the h is to ric a l meeting—which gathered 150 Latin  American bishops and 
100 p e r i t i - - f o r  the history of Latin American Catholicism can hardly 
be overestimated. Orlando E. Costas, Protestant m iss io log ist, regards 
i t  as "one of the most important events, i f  not the most important, 
in  the history of Latin  American C h r is tia n ity ."  Theology of the 
Crossroads in  Contemporary Latin America (Amsterdam: Editions Kodopi, 
1976), p. 69. Comblin hardly exaggerates when he affirm s th a t w ithin  
recent developments in the Latin American Catholic Church, "nothing 
can be understood without Medellin" ("The Church in  Latin  America," p. 
8 ) .  Dussel re fers  to  i t  "as the Vatican I I  of Latin America" 
(H istory and the Theology of L ib eratio n , p. 113).
3G utierrez, "South American Theology," p. 115; c f .  McAfee 
Brown, Theology in  a New Key, p. 52-54; Esther and Mortimer Arias, 
The Cry of My People (New York: Friendship Press, 1980), p. 108. The 
horizon of M edellin, contrary to  Vatican I I ,  was not the church, but 
the Latin American world, thus, dogmatic d e fin itio n s  took a 
subsidiary place and were b asica lly  concerned in  providing support to  
pastoral p ractice .
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continent, the Medellin documents^ went beyond what Vatican I I  and 
Paul VI had declared.^
The epochal gathering proved to be a decisive h is to rica l 
turning point, d ividing Latin  American Church h is to ry  in to  a "before" 
and "a fte r"  period.^ At M edellin, states G utierrez, the church
O ffic ia l English ed itio n : Louis Michael Colonnese, ed ., The 
Church in the Present-Day Transformation of Latin  America in tTie 
Llgnt of the council (Washington, O.C.: Latin American Division ot 
the united States Catholic Conference, 1973), Vol I :  Position  
Papers; Vol. I I :  Conclusions. The second volume presents the sixteen  
main documents produced by the Conference. For a d e ta iled  analysis of 
the Medellin documents see Maqueo, Liberacion y Teologia, pp .11-129; 
see also David Abalos, "The Medellin Conference,'* CrosCur 19 (1969): 
113-132; Dorr, pp. 158-162.
Although the Medellin texts  are copiously footnoted with 
c o n c ilia r  texts  and papal encyclicals in  an attempt to apply th e ir  
im plications to the Latin American scene, the bishops went s ig n if i ­
cantly  beyond the previous papal encyclicals and the documents of 
Vatican I I  in th e ir  understanding of the function and mission of the 
church in the World (see "The Working Draft of the Medellin 
Conference," issued by the Peruvian Bishop's Commission fo r Social 
Action, in Between Honesty and Hope, trans. by John Drury [M aryknoll, 
N. Y .: Orbis Books, l9 /0J , pp. 1/1-192). Though the documents produced 
by Medellin represented a dramatic success of the progressive 
C atholics, they unavoidably captured the tensions between opposite 
forces at work in  the Conference (see Gary MacEoin, Revolution Next 
Door [New York: Hold, Rinehart and Winston, 1971], pp. 111-116). Con- 
sequently they are not consistently  radical (see P h ilip  E. Berryman, 
"Latin American L iberation Theology," in  Theology in the Americas, 
Sergio Torres and John Eagleson. eds. [M aryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 
1976], p. 23) and in some instances are neither thorough nor specific  
(see McCann, C hristian Realism, pp. 137-140). The MedelHn documents 
have been subjected to considerable c ritic is m  with regard to th e ir  
methodology, language,and. theology. J. B. Libanio, "CELAM I I I :  Fears 
and Hopes," CrossCur 2b (1978):20-24. The most important thing  
about these documents, however, is  th e ir  overall statement. They 
endorsed a perspective from which more rigorous positions could be 
assumed, thus becoming ;:tne charter fo r  those who were working fo r  a 
radical renewal o f the Church in Latin America" (Dorr p. 158).
G utierrez, A Theology of L iberation , p. 135; also Esther and 
Mortimer A rias, The Cry of My People, p. I7JS.
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r e a l is t ic a l ly  perceived the world in which i t  was and c le a r ly  saw its  
place in th a t world. " I t  began to  be aware of i ts  own coming of age 
and to  take the reins o f i ts  own destiny."^ . Throughout the sixteen  
documents, in which the Latin  American bishops expressed th e ir  
concern fo r  the p lig h t of the poor, a new eccles ia l awareness is
evident, not only in a new understanding of the fundamental problems
2
facing Latin America but also in  a quest fo r new ways in  which the
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 134. The Medellin Conference was 
sym bolically opened by Paul V I , the f i r s t  Pope in h is tory  to come to  
Latin  America. Paul V i's  addresses at Medellin and shortly  before at 
Bogota during the In ternational Eucharistic Congress, "seemed to  
betray a certain  ambivalence, with emphasis fa llin g ' on moderation and 
gradualism" (Abalos, p. 113). The door he had le f t  open to  
revolutionary confrontation in  Populorum Progressio (see above, p. 92, 
note 1) was quickly closed and the Pope reverted to  the s t if l in g  
formulas of pre-Vatican I I ,  denouncing the "destructive currents of 
modern thought" and deploring the "vacuum in our own schools of 
philosophy" ("Address to  Workers and Youth," TPS 13 [1968]: 249-250. 
Changes were to be brought about "from w ith in ,"  as in  the tra d it io n a l  
formulations "from top down" ( ib id . ,  237-243). Speaking d ire c tly  to  
the new theological winds blowing over the continent, in his address 
to  the Latin American bishops at the opening o f the Medellin  
Conference, he ca lled  th e ir  a tten tion  to the theologians and 
C hris tian  thinkers who in abandoning the philosophia perennis had 
"introduced into the f ie ld  o f fa ith  a s p ir i t  of subversive c ritic is m "  
("Opening Address to Ia t in  American Bishops Conference," Colonnese, 
p. 2 3 ). Dussel remarks th a t in general the discourses of the Pope 
"sounded in  the ears of the Latin  America people . . .  as a c a ll to  
patience on the part of the poor, which doubtless produced an 
immediate sigh of r e l ie f  fo r the rich  and the oppressors" (A Hi story
o f the Church in Latin America, p. 145; Abalos, 114). AFFer the
conservative in tervention  of Paul V I, i t  appeared to  some th a t the 
Conference would turn to  the r ig h t, and be "merely another meeting" 
(Dussel, A H istory, 144). However, as the documents of the Conference
re ve a l, a t Mede11in  the Latin  American Catholic Church reached a
consciousness of i ts  own id e n tity , not merely as an o u tle t of the 
Roman cu ria . I t  s tarted then a quest fo r  i ts  own autochthonous 
pastoral o rien tation  (E. and M. A rias, p. 109).
This new perception of the Latin American s itu a tio n  finds  
au th o rita tiv e  and clearcut expression in  the Medellin documents. The 
underdevelopment o f the continent is  described by the bishops as
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church might exert i ts  presence in  th is  part o f the world.^
marked by "structura l in ju stice" (Colonnese, pp. 33, 126, 182), which 
upholds and protects an economic system that fo s te r dependency and 
poverty, creating a s itu atio n  of " in s titu tio n a l violence" (p. 53). 
The document on peace denounces the gross in eq u a lity  among social 
classes, generated by the economic and p o lit ic a l practices of local 
e lite s  in sen s itive  to the misery of oppressed sectors (p. 72), and 
the in te rn atio n a l system of dependency created by the impact of 
foreign economic domination and i ts  e xp lo ita tiv e  d is to rtio n  of trade 
(pp. 73-74). The necessity of lib e ra tio n  in contrast to development 
emerges as "one of the s ig n ifican t contributions of the Medellin 
Conference . . . Where the papal social encyclicals and Vatican I I  
have spoken of development, the Latin American bishops have 
underlined the need fo r lib e ra tio n ."  E. P. Fiorenza, "Latin American 
Liberation Theology," In terp  28 (1974):444; Libanio, p. 21.
^inoHoiifn has been variously understood. Not a ll  in terpreters  
agree th a t i t  marked "a turn to the le f t"  (Nunez, "Theology of 
Liberation in  Latin  America," p. 115), or th a t i t  "made an un­
ambiguously c lea r choice fo r  radical transformat ion" (Abalos, "The 
Medellin Conference," p. 116). In his apologetic book The People's 
Church, A Defense of My Church, Bonaventure Kloppenburg, to r example, 
contends tha t "not a single text" of the Medellin documents provides 
support fo r  rad ical positions (pp. 90-32). The Bishop (new Cardinal) 
Alfonso Lopes T r u j i l lo ,  the leading spoksman fo r the church's 
conservative wing in Latin America, re fers  to "manipulations of the 
Medellin documents" (Liberation or Revolution? pp. 47, 48). The
Medellin Statement, however, c lea rly  situates tne Church and theology 
in  human r e a l i ty ,  s p e c ific a lly  the re a li ty  of the oppressed. Through 
the very methodology of the documents of the Conference, which 
evolves from the ( 1) analysis of the s itu a tio n  to  (2 ) theological 
foundation, and f in a l ly  to  (3) pastoral im plications, the bishops 
"leave one in  no doubt th a t they want to help the poor and oppressed 
to  a tta in  lib era tio n "  (Dorr, p. 161). In th is  process, the ro le  of 
the Church—which above a l l  must be a poor church— implies two main 
functions: Negatively, as is  evident in the document on peace, the 
Church assumes a 'prophetic ' or c r it ic a l  mission w ithin the Latin  
American social r e a l i ty .  P o s itive ly , as is  c lear in  the document on 
education, the Church is  committed to stim ulate action fo r ju s tice  
from the grassroots through a strategy involving a dynamic process of 
conscientization (counsciousness-raising). Here Mendellfn departs 
ra d ic a lly  from the tra d itio n a l approach "from the top down." 
Rejecting paternalism— an approach th a t tra d it io n a lly  had served to  
a lle v ia te  the consciences o f the rich  fa r  more than the misery of the 
poor—the Church sees as part of its  mission the enabling of the poor 
to  "become the conscious aqents of th e ir  own in tegra l development" 
(p. 76).
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
97
As indicated by some in te rp re te rs , "probably, the essential
and revolutionary meaning of Medellin was the church's discovery of
the poor,"^ a discovery which implied an "option fo r the poor." Such
an option, however, is  not confined to in tra -e cc les ia l decisions. I t
finds expression in r e a l i ty ,  beyond the Church's w alls , v is -a -v is
society. "In the Medellin document the bishops accept tha t they have
a duty of being in s o lid a r ity  with those who are poor. This
s o lid a rity  is  made concrete through c ritic is m  of in ju s tic e  and
oppression." I t  is  not enough to stand fo r the poor, i t  is
necessary to be with them. Here is  precisely where we find  the
beginnings of the innovative and revolutionary meaning of the concept
"option fo r the poor." For the Latin American bishops i t  meant taking
3
as "ours the problems and the struggles of the poor."
Esther and Mortimer A rias, p. 109. The Medellin documents 
re fe r , expressis verbis, eleven times to "poor" and "poverty," 
besides an en tire  document dedicated to the “Poverty of the Church." 
The fundamental d ifference here in re la tio n  to Vatican I I ,  is  that 
while the Council was d iffu s e  in i ts  references to the theme, 
MedellTn's concept of poor and poverty is  marked by a more precise 
terminology. Informed by the conclusions of social analysis, the 
underlying emphasis is  on the socio-economic (misery, under­
development), as well as on the p o lit ic a l (dependence) dimensions. 
Thus the poor are not so much the "weak," the "suffering," the "sick" 
as Vatican I I  described them (above, p. 89, n. 1 ), but prim arily  
those who are m arginalized, a lienated from the f r u its  of th e ir  work, 
and exploited (Miguez Bonino, "Ecclesia Pauper, pp. 142-144).
Dorr, p. 159. For M edellin, contrary to the Council, tiie  
"poverty of the church" does not re fe r to the church abandoning 
"triumphalism" and "pomp." This poverty takes expression in concrete 
s o lid a rity  with the oppressed (see The Church in the Present-day, pp. 
174-175).
^ Ib id ., 176. In summoning the church to heed the cry of the 
poor, the bishops id e n tify  lib e ra tio n  with the mission of Christ: 
"C hrist, our Saviour, not only loved the poor, but rather 'being rich
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In espousing the cause of the poor, Medellin made three major
breakthroughs. F irs t ,  the conclusions of the Conference meant a
decisive ecclesiological turn in the course of the Latin American
Catholic Church. Breaking with the tra d itio n a l ecclesio logical
approach expressed in  i ts  r ig id  in s titu tio n a lism ,^  the bishops
2
decided to  transform the Church into a servant of the poor. Second, 
in order to promote a transfer of power to the impoverished masses, 
the Church started a process of rupture with the exis ting  social and
H-i became poor,' He lived  in poverty. His mission centered on 
advising the poor of th e ir  lib e ra tio n  and He founded His Church as 
the sign of th a t poverty among men" (The Church in the Present-day, 
p. 174).
^At M edellin, the Bishops took an in i t ia l  step to free the 
Catholic community from i ts  old ecclesiocentrism. As Bishop Leonidas 
Proano observes, "Medellin was a fundamental commitment to work fo r  
the construction of a community church instead of the v e rtic a l church 
we inherited  with i ts  pyramid of power" (quoted by Lernoux, p. 11). 
Committed to work fo r the lib e ra tio n  of the poor, the Latin American 
Bishops gave th e ir  seal of approval to the concept of basic 
communities, which are the way in which the poor become ac tive ly  
present TrT the l i f e  of the Latin American Catholic Church (see 
McCann, pp. 141-145). Basic Christian Communities, as described by 
Comblin, "are the people of the poor transformed into  the people of 
God" ("The Church in Latin America," p. 8 ) . For a study on the 
ecclesio log ical im plications of the Church linked to the poor, see 
Leonard Bofft"Theological C haracteristics of a Grassroots Church," in 
The Challenge of Basic Christian Communities, pp. 124-144. Basic 
C hristian  Communities are discussed in a greater d e ta il in chap. 2 
of th is  study.
' I t  should be noted th a t the "servant ecclesiology" assumed 
by Medellin (Dulles, Models, p. 99) was not new as such. This 
conception appears in  the thought o f a number of twentieth-century  
theologians such as Teilhard de Chardin, D ie trich  Bonhoeffer, and 
more recently , Gibson W inter, Harvey Cox, and others ( ib id . ,  pp. 
99-103). I t  emerged also in the formulations o f Vatican I I  ( ib id . ,  p. 
98); a t M edellin, however, there was an increased determination to  
express th is  understanding w ithin a p a rticu la r social context.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
99
p o lit ic a l s tructures . 1 F in a lly , th is  rupture in turn meant the
2
renunciation o f centuries of s tate  patronage.
The Emergence of Liberation Theology
In A. T. Hennelly's words, '‘Medellin marked the beginning of
3a process, but not by any means a conclusion." Although the 
documents o f the Conference speak in the idiom of lib e ra tio n , due to  
the fa c t tha t th e ir  in ten tion  was pastoral, the tex ts  produced by 
M edellin do not present theological arguments in  support of the use 
of the understanding of lib e ra tio n . Nor is there any attempt to
The Medellin documents re f le c t  the re a liz a tio n  th a t the old 
re la tio n s  between the Church and the ru ling  powers are in a state of 
collapse. The Church is no longer siding with the exis ting  govern­
ments and the ru lin g  classes. As Libanio says, in these texts  we 
"find  the Church fo r  the f i r s t  time, taking note of the common people 
of the popular classes" (p. 22 ).
2At Medellin the Church was called  to  separate i t s e l f  from 
the establishment so th a t i t  might be fre e  to  c r i t ic iz e  social and 
p o lit ic a l structures and champion the cause of the poor. Abalos 
remarks th a t at Medellin the bishops made c lear to the ru ling  e lite s  
of Latin  America that "governments can no longer expect the Church 
to  keep s ile n t in  the face of te r r ib le  in ju s tice"  (p. 115). At th is  
p o in t, the Catholic Church abandoned the illu s io n  o f try in g  to carry  
out i ts  program through the established order, and by the same token 
i t  was freed from its  tra d itio n a l leg itim iz in g  ro le . This break 
opened up new room fo r winning c re d ib il i ty  among the poor (Dussel, 
"Current Events in Latin America," p. 79)
3Hennelly, "Courage with P rim itive  Weapons," p. 10.
A lthough usually regarded as the s ta rtin g  point of Latin  
American lib e ra tio n  theology (Segundo G a lile ia , "Liberation Theology 
Began with M edellin ," LADOC 5 [May, 197 5 ]:1 -6 ). M edellin is  more a 
symbolic mark than a chronological one, since lib e ra tio n  theology is  
deeply rooted in a varie ty  of names, contextual events, and movements 
th a t preceded the Conference. McCann seems to. be correct in observing 
th a t " i t  would be a gross mistake . . .  to see lib e ra tio n  theology 
only in the context of the bishops' conference a t Medellin" 
(C hris tian  Realism and L iberation Theology, p. 132).
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elaborate a systematic theology from the perspective of the poor. 1 
M edellin, however, stood at the beginning of systematic w ritin g  on the 
theme of lib e ra tio n . A fter the Conference a broad stream of w ritings  
appeared which brought fo rth  a new and o rig ina l type of theological 
re fle c tio n . Theologically dependent fo r centuries, the Latin  American 
Catholic Church began to witness the emergence of a theology wrapped 
up in a ra d ic a lly  revolutionary s ty le , re fle c tin g  on the continent's  
struggle fo r lib e ra tio n .
The theore tica l sources
The orig ins and development of Latin American lib era tio n  
theology have been so frequently narrated"* th a t only a few major 
strokes are necessary to provide perspective. Mfguez Bonino correctly  
points out th a t the theology of lib e ra tio n  did not "develop in
Even the document on the "Poverty of the Church" (The 
Church in the Present-day, pp. 173-174), poverty is  not discussed 
from a tneological perspective. There is  no ind ication  th a t the poor 
were considered methodologically or hermeneutically re levan t.
2
An increasing number of Latin American theologians came to  
hold that i f  they ever were going to  f u l f i l l  the Gospel mandate fo r  
Latin America--good news to  the poor, theology i t s e l f  had to be 
libera ted  from external dominance of a "foreign" theology, which, 
though u n in ten tio n a lly , had e ffe c tiv e ly  been used to support the 
status quo, rather than being a means of bringing the good news of 
lib era tio n  to  the oppressed. This is  precisely one of the main 
thrusts of Segundo's The Liberation of Theology. For b ib liographical 
information on lib e ra tio n  theology, see above, p. 6 , n. 2 .
"*For a pertinen t summary of the development of lib e ra tio n  
theology, see Hugo Assmann, Opression-liberacion: desafio a los
Christianos (Montevideo: T ie rra  Nueva, 1971), pp. 45-5u; Manzanera, 
Teologia y Salvacion-Liberacion, pp. 15-88; For a more extended 
discussion, see Maqueo, Liberacion y teo log ia; Dussel, History and 
the Theology of L iberation! Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology; k irk ,  
Liberation* Theology.
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iso la tio n ."^  Although i t  presents concepts that are unique to the 
Latin  American theological thought, i t  has also drawn from d iffe re n t  
sources outside of the continent, and, therefore , must be seen in  
terms of a broader h is to rica l and theological perspectiveJ
Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 60. Assmann overstates 
his case when he re fers  to lib era tio n  'theology as an "indigenous" or 
"autochthonous" theology (O presion-liberacion, p. 106), since such a 
language seems to imply ^Fat i t  developed exclusively w ith in  the 
lim its  of Latin America.
2
Liberation theologians generally see various factors  
contributing to  the rise  o f the movement (see Comblin, "C ritic a  de la  
teo log ia  de la  secularizacion," in  Fe y secularizacion, pp. 35-37; 
G utierrez A Theology of Liberation^ chap. I I ) .  rhese antecedents 
include the infIuence of contemporary re lig ious  and theological 
developments, both Roman Catholic and Protestant, and s ig n ific a n t 
secular influences at work in modern times. For a helpful summary, 
see Alan Neely, "Liberation Theology in Latin America: Antecedents 
and Autochthony," Missio 7 (1978): 345-370. The impact of the 
Catholic aggiornamento on Latin American theological developments can 
hardly be overestimated. We noticed e a r lie r  the immense influence of 
Mater e t Magistra, Pacem in T e rris , Populorum Progressio, as well as 
Vatican i r s  Gaudium et Spes. Vatican I I ,  as F ierro  observes, made 
Dossible the development ot "a theology th a t gleaned from the council 
not so much i ts  claims to legitim acy but rather i ts  r ig h t to divest 
i t s e l f  of the dead weight of the whole p rio r dogmatics" (The M ilita n t  
Gospel, p. 12). Gutierrez sees the te x t and the” s p ir i t  ot Vatican i l  
as "undoubtedly necessary as point o f reference" (A Theology, p. 46). 
Furthermore, although the overall influence of European tneologians, 
such as P ierre Teilhard de Chardin, Karl Rahner, Edward 
Schillebeeckx, Yves Congar on lib e ra tio n  theologians might be 
regarded as "very uneven" (Neely p. 354), Gutierrez especially  
re fle c ts  a depth of involvement with the Roman Catholic progressive 
theology represented by these names (see A Theology, chaps. 2 -7 ). 
Aware of the profound impact of Europe on Latin American theology, 
Dussel sees lib era tio n  theology as "the ch ild  o f European theology," 
even though i t  is  "another avenue of the same tra d itio n "  ("The 
P o lit ic a l and Ecclesial Context," p. 175).
Moreover, even when Dussel manages to w rite  his History and 
the Theology of L iberation , without mentioning a single Protestant 
antecedent or contribution to  the movement, and lib e ra tio n  
theologians tend to  use the term "church" in th e ir  w ritings, almost 
always re fe rrin g  to the Roman Catholic community (P h illip  E. 
Berryman, "Latin American Liberation Theology," ThSt 34 [1973]:358), 
Protestant contributions to the movement have been considerably
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Although the complexity of the remote and immediate
s ig n ific a n t. Alan Neely's Protestant Antecedents of the Latin  
American Theology of Liberation (Ph. u. d isserta tion : The American 
University Washington, n .r . ,  jg?;} is , from that perspective, a very 
helpful study. G utierrez's  A Theology of L iberation i t s e l f  includes 
references to  at least twenty-three Protestant theologians (Karl 
Barth, Jurgen Moltmann, Harvey Cox, Oscar Cullmann, Gerhard von Rad, 
among others), whom he quotes or c ite s —evidently  not always in 
agreement— a to ta l of more than one hundred times (Neely, "Liberation  
Theology in Latin America," pp. 357, 367, n. 12). Probably the two 
mosi; in flu e n tia l Protestant authors, with the exception of Moltmann, 
are D ie trich  Bonhoeffer (see Neely, p. 361; Clarke G. Chapman, 
"Bonhoeffer: Resource fo r Liberation Theology," UnionSQR 36 [1981]: 
225-242; Ju lio  de Santa Ana, "The Influence ot Bonhoeffer on the 
Theology of L iberation ," EcR 28 [1976]:188-197), and Richard Shaull 
(Encounter with Revolution [New York: Association Press, 1955]; 
"Revolutionary Change in  Theological Perspective," in  The Church Amid 
Revolution: A Selection of the Essays Prepared fo r the world Council 
of Churches. Geneva Conference on Church aria Society [New York: 
Hissociation Press, f967J, pp. 27-47; Emilio A. Nunez, ‘The Theology 
o f Liberation in  Latin America," pp. 344-348). F u lle r Seminary's 
Peter Wagner and Belgian Jesuit Roger Veckemans, two of the most 
vocal opponents o f lib e ra tio n  theology, hold Shaull as one prim arily  
responsible fo r  i ts  beginning in Latin America (Neely, "Liberation  
Theology in  Latin America," p. 363; Peter C. Wagner, Latin American 
Theology [Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1970], pp. 53-66).
F in a lly , to  the thought of Catholic and Protestant theolo­
gians, lib e ra tio n  theology mixes the philosophical thought of Georg 
W. F. Hegel, F. Engels, Karl Marx, Karl Mannahem, Thomas Kuhn, John 
Dewey, Herbert Marcuse, and Ernest Bloch ("L iberation  Theology: an 
Overview," in  Evangelicals & L iberation, ed. Carl E. Armerding 
[Phi 11ipsburg, N1 371 Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing, 1977], 
pp. 1 -9 ). As a resu lt of the impact o f the Christian-M arxist 
dialogue th a t has taken place in recent times (see Roger Garaudy, 
From Anathema to Dialogue [New York: Herder and Herder, 1966]), 
lib era tio n  theology bears p a rtic u la rly  the influence of Marx. This 
influence is  evident not only in i ts  epistemological a ffirm ation  that 
there is no tru th  outside or beyond the concrete and h is to rica l 
events but also in i ts  anthropocentric v is ion . L iberation theology's  
emphasis on the revolutionary action of the oppressed, i ts  c r itiq u e  
o f capitalism  as well as i ts  view of social r e a l i ty ,  to  a great 
extent seem to arise out of the Marxist notion of the oppressor- 
oppressed contradiction (see Neely, "Liberation Theology in Latin  
America" pp. 345-347). Likewise i ts  methodology, which reverses the 
tra d itio n a l approach, making praxis the center o f g rav ity  around 
which theological work rotates” bears the d is tin c tiv e  influence of 
Marx (see Miroslav V o lf, "Doing and In terp retin g : An Examination of 
the Relationship between Theory and Practice in Latin American
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antecedents of liD era tion  theology defies summation, fundamentally 
i ts  th eo re tica l sources outside o f Latin  America may be reduced to 
the influence o f Johannes Metz's " p o lit ic a l theology , " 1 considered 
the most s ig n ifican t example of contemporary European Roman Catholic
p
influence on lib e ra tio n  theology, and Jurgen Moltmann's "theology of 
hope, whose theological position is regarded as the "closest to the
Liberation Theology," Themelios 8 [19833:11-19; K irk , Liberation
Theology, pp. 35-54). AI though the ro le  of Marxism in Iib era tio n  
theology is  subject to debate (Neely, p. 347), J u r g e n  Moltmann chides 
Latin Americans fo r ta lk in g  about Marx and Engels "as i f  they were 
Latin American discoveries" ("An Open Letter to  Jose Miguez Bonino," 
ChrCris 36 [1976 ]:58 ). Liberation theologians, to be sure, do not 
claim to have discovered Marx; however, they do openly acknowledge 
th e ir  debt to him. I t  seems that Jose P. Miranda speaks fo r a ll  when 
he a f f ir s  th a t "we are a ll rid ing  on Marx's shoulders" (Marx and the 
Bible: A C ritique of the Philosophy of Oppression [Maryknoll: N. Y.: 
Orbis Books, I&74J, p. x i i i ) .
Vhe fu l l  exposition of Metz's theological elaboration is  
found in his book Theology of the World; Metz's recent work, Faith  in  
History and Society (New Vork: Seabury Press, 1980), presents RTs 
thought in  a more systematic form. For a concise treatm ent, see 
Metz's a r t ic le ,  "P o lit ic a l Theology," SM 5 (1970): 247-252. Useful 
summaries are provided by Claude G effre , A New Age in Theology pp. 
87-95; Osca»* P. Scaer, "Theology of Hope. Johannes Metz: A catho lic  
In te rp re ta tio n ,"  in Tensions in  Contemporary Theology, ed. Stanley N. 
Gundry and Alan F. Johnson (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1983), 
pp. 225-228; Dennis P. McCann, C hristian Realism and Liberation  
Theology, pp. 161-164; see also Gerald A llan B u tle r, "P o lit ic a l  
Theology: An Appraisal," Re!Life 42 (1973):206-210.
o
Neely, "Liberation Theology in Latin America," p. 354.
3Moltmann's thought is  expresssed in his in f lu e n tia l Theology 
of Hope: On the Ground and Im plications of a C hristian  Eschatoiogy 
transla ted  from the o rig in a l German ed ition  published in  1964. See 
also Moltmann's "La Religion de 1'espSrance" and "Introduction a la  
theologie de 1 'esperance," EThRel 46 (1971):385-398; 399-414; and
his la te r  book, The C rucified God. For an overview, see David P. 
Scaer, "Theology of Hope," pp. TU9-119; Claude G effre , A New Age in  
Theology, pp. 80-86; Kenneth H e in itz , "The EschatologfcaT and the 
P o lit ic a l in Moltmann's Theology," CThM 43 (1972):368-365; an
extended discussion is  presented by M. Dougles Meeks, Origins of the
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
104
perspective and in terests  of the Latin American lib e ra tio n  school."^
Arising mainly as a c r i t ic a l  corrective  to  the p riv a tiza tio n
of the C hristian  fa ith  which had taken place in e x is te n tia lly
2
oriented contemporary theology, p o lit ic a l theology as well as the
3
theology of hope, each in i ts  own manner, in s is ts  on the social and
Theology of Hope (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974); fo r a solid
analysis of Moltmann's theology, see R. G ibell in i ,  La teo logia  di 
Jurgen Moltmann (Brescia: Queriniana, 1975).
^McBrien, Catholicism, p. 500. For K. Hamilton, although 
not id e n tic a l, lib e ra tio n  theology and Moltmann's theology of hope 
''are one and the same in  th e ir  foundation" ("L iberation  Theology: An 
Overview," p. 4 ) . S ig n if ic a n tly , Moltmann's c r it ic is m  to Christendom, 
his ecclesio log ical vision of a Volkskirche, a people's church, as 
well as his notion of God as the God ot the poor, have, to  some 
exten t, influenced lib e ra tio n  theologians. See Robert C. Walton, 
"Jurgen Moltmann's Theology of Hope: European Roots of Liberation  
Theology," in  Ronald H. Nash, ed., L iberation Theology (M ilfo rd , MI. : 
Mott Media, 1984). pp. 143-186. L iberation  theology's concept of the 
poor, however, departs ra d ic a lly  from Moltmann view (below).
2
For a summary of the theological leap from ex is ten tia lism  to  
p o lit ic s , see F ie rro , The M ilita n t Gospel, pp. 3-47; c f .  Andre Dumas, 
P o lit ic a l Theology and ffie L ife  of the Church (Philadelphia: 
Westminster PressV 197&), pp. 1-23. P o lit ic a l theology is  set in  
d elib era te  opposition to  the I-Thou theology of the e x is te n tia lly  
oriented neo-orthodoxy mainly represented by Bultmann's theology 
which, influenced by Heidegger's e x is te n tia l ontology, tended to  
re s t r ic t  the relevance of th C hris tian  fa ith  to the sphere of the 
personal or inner s e lf ,  without taking s u ffic ie n t account of man's 
s o c io -p o lit ic a l conditioning. See D. S o lle , P o lit ic a l Theology 
(Philadelph ia: Fortress Press, 1974), pp. 1-9. P o lit ic a l theology 
does not aim at giving re lig io u s  support to  p o lit ic a l systems, rather 
i t  "designates the f ie ld ,  the m ilie u , the environment, and the medium 
in which C hristian theology should be a rticu la te d  today" (Moltmann 
"P o lit ic a l Theology," ThToday Cl971 ]:6 . See E. Fiorenza, "P o lit ic a l
Theology and Liberation Theology," in  L iberation , Revolution, and 
Freedom, ed. T. M. McFadden [New York: Seabury Press, 19/SJ, p. 9 ).
3
In his attempt to get away from Barth's theology of the word 
and Bultmann's theology of existence, both c r it ic iz e d  fo r turning the 
eschatological r e a l i ty  in to  an already here, and fo r not taking  
seriously the eschatological dimension of C h ris tia n ity , Moltmann in  
his Theology of Hope, under the influence of the Marxist philosopher
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p o lit ic a l dimensions of the C hristian fa i th .  According to Metz' "the 
deprivatiz ing  of theology is the primary c r it ic a l  task of theology."^ 
To be relevant in modern society, which is seen as ra d ic a lly  
hominized and secularized, theology, Metz in s is ts , must serve as a 
c r i t ic  of the s o c io -p o litic a l structures. Within th is  theological 
obligatio n  the church i t s e l f  must become an " in s titu tio n  of social
3
c rit ic is m ."  P o s itive ly  the Church must be the "memoria passionis
Ernst Block, concentrated on themes of fu ture  and hope. In la te r  
tim es, however, he concluded th a t his approach was s t i l l  too 
abstract, bearing l i t t l e  re la tionsh ip  to  praxis. Thus his theological 
emphasis, influenced by Metz and by the Frankfurt School of social 
c r it ic a l  theology, sh ifted  from the future to  the present ("P o litic s  
and the Development of a P o lit ic a l Theology," ChrCent 87 C1970J:291). 
As McBrien remarks, Moltmann's "thinking came to center on the cross 
o f Jesus, sh iftin g  from hope in  C h ris t's  fu ture  to  the following of 
the h is to ric a l Jesus" (Catholicism , p. 500).
^Metz, A Theology of the World, p. 110. This conception
im plies a decisive move trom a theology whose key words are " fa ith
and understanding," to  one which focuses on " fa ith  and action" 
(Scille , P o lit ic a l Theology, p. 3 ). For a comprehensive discussion of 
the s h ift  Tn theological thinking from the "v e rtic a l"  to the 
"horizontal" dimensions of the C hristian fa i th ,  see Langdon Gilkey, 
Reaping the Whirlwind. A C hristian  In te rp re ta tio n  of History (New 
York: Seabury Press, 19 /6 ), pp. ZZ6-Z38; A. Perez E sclarin , Atheism 
and L ib era tio n , pp. 96-106.
^Metz, A Theology of the World, pp. 107-124.
3
Metz, A Theology of the World, p. 134. This function is
mainly possible because, according to Metz, the church is  part of the
world (pp. 13-50). The ro le  of the church in  a p o lit ic a l theology, 
however, is not to  advance any p o lit ic a l ideology of i ts  own or to  
a lly  i t s e l f  with any p o lit ic a l party, rather i t s  task is  to be 
c r it ic a l  of society and denounce any status quo which would claim to  
be absolute. For th is  reason Metz emphasizes the need to formulate 
the eschatological message of the New Testament in  the conditions of 
contemporary society stressing the p o lit ic a l s ign ificance of the 
B ib le 's  eschatological symbols (p. 90 ). This emphasis, in turn , 
c a lls  fo r an in d ire c t or " c r it ic a l"  re la tionsh ip  to p o lit ic s , based 
on C h ris tia n ity 's  "eschatological proviso," which represents a 
re lig io u s  repudiation of any form of p o lit ic a l absolutism. All
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Jesu C hristi in the midst of our society . . . the bearer of a
dangerous and subversive memory on which . . . depends . . . the
fu tu re  of our humanity."^ On the same side of the theological
spectrum, Moltmann's emphasis on the p o lit ic a l transcrip tion  of
eschatology opened a new avenue fo r  lib e ra tio n  theologians. For
Moltmann the true category of h istory is  the fu tu re . The perception
and in te rp re ta tio n  of h istory  is then eschatological and fu tu re - 
2
oriented . Thus, because C hristian theology is  e n tire ly  centered on
the fu tu re , i t  is  ess e n tia lly  a theology of hope. Hope, however,
according to  Moltmann, is  not o n ly  e x p e c ta tio n ; i t  is  th e  demand fo r
an "h is to ric  transformation of l i f e . " ' ’ I t  therefore has p o lit ic a l
dimensions and attempts to  bridge theory and p ractice . Hope in
Moltmann's thought "is l ik e  a ' spear-po int' of h is to ry , which
4
questions the present to make the fu ture  present here now." In
r e a l i ty ,  Metz observes, must be measured in the lig h t of the promised 
kingdom of God. Because the kingdom has not yet come in  a ll  i ts  
perfection , there is  nothing, including the Church, which escapes the 
c r it ic a l  gaze (see pp. 107-140).
^Metz, "The Future in the Memory of S uffering ," Cone 76
(1972):37.
‘‘Moltmann, A Theology of Hope, p. 260.
3
Ib id . ,  p. 330. Following an approach very close to th a t of 
Metz, and having also in  mind the c lassic  Marxist c r it iq u e  of the 
Church, Moltmann emphasizes th a t "mission means not merely 
propagation of fa ith "  ( ib id . ) .  From th is  perspective Moltmann re ­
applies to  theology the famous eleventh thesis of Marx on Feuerbach: 
"The theologian therefore is  not s a tis fie d  w ith providing a d iffe re n t  
in te rp re ta tio n  of the world, h is tory  and the human condition; fo r him 
i t  is  a matter of transforming them in the expectation of a divine  
transformation" (p. 84).
^Geffre, p. 84.
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th is  conception, the mission o f the church is  to be at the service of
the world antic ipating  in h istory the p o s s ib ilit ie s  fo r the fu tu re . 1
Although the extent to which Metz and Moltmann have
influenced the theologians of lib e ra tio n  remains a matter of debate,
a careful reading of G utierrez 's  discussion of the " p o lit ic a l
2
dimensions of the Gospel," Assmann's comments on the "p o lit ic a l
dimension o f f a i t h , o r  Rubem Alves' book f i t t in g ly  e n tit le d  A
4 5Theology of Human Hope, suggests th a t i t  has beer; substantia l.
^ h e  church is  the church of God, Moltmann argues, "only
t.<kAma i  n e nar ■» r  eat^wtAA i  ^  ■» e i  on f fa   ^f  r  m iee ian  fa
V I II I • I V  W W W • • V • I W I W • w l  I W WW I W W ■ W W • W "  W V
the world . . .  A Church fo r the world" (Theology of Hope, p. 327). 
The church's service o f the world and humanity is  not such tha t i t  
strives  to keep everything as i t  is .  I ts  service is  rather fo r  the 
sake o f helping the world and humankind transform themselves and 
become what they are promised to  be. "For th is  reason 'Church fo r  the 
world' can mean nothing else but 'Church fo r the kingdom of God' and 
the renewing o f the world" (p. 328). Salvation as proclaimed by the 
Church is  not merely salvation of the soul but also "the re a liz a tio n  
of the eschatological hope o f ju s tic e , the humanizing of man, the 
so cia liz in g  of humanity, peace to r a ll  creation" (p. 329). Thus the 
mission of the church, Moltmann holds in  a la te r  work, "embraces a ll  
a c t iv it ie s  th a t serve to  lib e ra te  man from his slavery in  the 
presence of the coming God, slavery which extends from economic 
necessity to  Godforsakenness" (The Church in the Power of the S p ir it  
[New York: Harper & Row, 1977] "pi 10).
^G utierrez, A Theology, p. 220-223.
3
Assmann, Theology fo r a Nomad Church, pp. 29-40.
4Rubem Alves, A Theology of Human Hope (Washington, D.C.. Corpus, 
1969). Alves, a leading B razilian  Protestant Tiberation theologian, 
in  the very t i t l e  of his work, which evolved from his doctoral 
d isserta tio n  a t Princeton in  1969, betrays Moltmann's in fluence. 
Assmann also regards Moltmann's theological formulation "una de las 
mejores cosas de la  teologia actual" (Opresion-Liberacfon, p. 119), 
and G utierrez, in  sp ite  of his c ritic is m  of Moltmann's work, admits 
th a t i t  is  undoubtedly one o f the most important in  contemporary 
theology (A Theology, p. 218).
5
For a b r ie f summary of the influence exercized by Metz and
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Theology in context
I t  should be kept in mind, however, th a t while the roots of 
Latin American theological re fle c tio n  today are marked by the 
m u ltip lied  influences of outside sources, the fa c t s t i l l  remains that 
lib e ra tio n  theology is  above a ll  a contextual theology. 1 Its  s tarting  
point is  not a hypothetical case, but the actual poor and exploited  
members of the Latin  American society. Therefore, i f  to  some extent 
l ib e ra tio n  theology represents a continuation of contemporary 
theological movements such as the "p o lit ic a l theology" and the 
"theology of hope," i t  represents also a decisive rupture from th e ir  
content, methodology, and conclusions.^
Moltmann on lib e ra tio n  theology, see Coon, "Theologies o f Liberation," 
pp. 349-350. See also Costas, The Church and~ Its  Mission, pp. 229- 
330, and F ie rro , The M ilita n t Gospel, p. l5.
^ t  the core of lib e ra tio n  theology is  the understanding of
the "contextual nature of theology" (Aharon Sapsezian, "Theology of
L ib era tio n --L ib era tio n  of Theology Educational Perspectives," ThEd 9
[1973]: 254). Theologians of lib e ra tio n  are acutely aware of the fac t 
th a t theology is  necessarily conditioned by i ts  social s ituation  and 
th a t in  some sense th is  context provides a unique perspective from 
which to view and in te rp re t the Gospel. Thus the fundamental
d ifference in the s ituation  of Latin America, they point out, ca lled  
fo r  a d rastic  and de lib era te  re jec tio n  of imported theological
form ulations. For a b r ie f  analysis of the reasons fo r th is  protest, 
see J. Andrew K irk , Theology Encounters Revolution (Downers Grove,
I L . : In te r-V a rs ity  Press, 1980), pp. I lb -11 /; aiso K irk 's  a r t ic le  "A
New Theology from Latin America," Chmn 88 (1978):108-109.
^Although lib e ra tio n  theologians jo in  Metz and Moltmann in  
the s h ift  from the p riva te  to  the public realm and dedicate 
themselves to a p o lit ic a l in te rp re ta tio n  of the Gospel message, they 
move beyond the Europeans and pose to  th e ir  theological formulations 
severe praxis-oriented c r it ic is m . G utierrez, fo r example, objects to  
Metz's p o lit ic a l theology as u ltim ate ly  academic, mainly because Metz 
is  not a v ictim  of the kind of " dependency, in ju s tic e  and 
exp lo ita tio n  in which most of mankind finds i t s e l f "  (A Theology of 
L iberation , p. 224). Therefore i t  is  too utopian, too abstract, anU
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By the la te  1960s, and with astonishing c la r ity , the true  face
of Latin America emerged "in a l l  i ts  naked roughness. " 1 Unemployment,
m alnu trition , in fan t m o rta lity , i l l i t e r a c y ,  and ever increasing
2
inequality  between the rich  and the poor formed the shocking re a lity  
described by Gutierrez in  fo rcefu l language:
lacking a foundation in social analysis ( ib id . ,  pp. 224-225). 
Assmann, even more caustic in  his judgment, chides p o lit ic a l theology 
fo r  being "a fra id  to  name the organs o f oppression openly" and for 
perpetuating the tra d it io n a l d is tin c tio n  between theology and ethics  
(Theology fo r a Nomad Church, pp. 92-93; see Neely, "Liberation  
Theology in  Latin America,1' pp. 355-356; Dussel, A History of the 
Churc.: in Latin America, 247; Fiorenza, "P o lit ic a l Theology and 
Liberation m eoiogy," pp .3 -2 5 ). Nor does Moltmann's theology of hope 
escape the attacks of lib e ra tio n  theologians. For G utierrez, 
Moltmann's fu ture  o rien ta tio n  runs the r is k  of replacing a "C h ris ti­
an ity  of the beyond," w ith a "C h ris tian ity  of the fu tu re ,"  and in  the 
process, "neglecting a miserable and unjust present and the struggle 
fo r lib era tio n " (A Theology, p. 218). In the same vein , Miguez 
3onino accuses Moltmann's social analysis of being abstract (Doing 
Theology, p. 147), and points out his fa ilu re  to  give a concrete 
content to the " id e n tif ic a tio n  with the poor" (Doing Theology, p. 
148; c f . Assmann, P ractical Theology of Liberation (.London: 5earch, 
1975], p. 94).
G u tie rre z , " In troduction ," Between Honesty and Hope 
(Maryknoll, N.Y. : Maryknoll Publications, l9 /0 ), p .,  x v i .
For an analysis o f the Latin  American s itu a tio n  in th is  
period, see Marcos Kaplan, "Economic Aspects of the Latin American 
C ris is ,"  pp. 242-266; also Sven Lindqvist, The Shadow: Latin America 
Faces the Seventies (Baltim ore: Peguin Books, 1969); Gunnar Myrdai, 
The challenge ot world Poverty (New York: Pantheon Books, 1970); see 
also Socio-Economic Progress in Latin America (Washington, D.C.: 
Inter-American Development Bank, 19 /d ). By the mid 1970s, according 
to the figures of the m ilita ry  government, one quarter o f B ra z il's  
population of over 100 m illio n  was regarded as "indigent and 
d e s titu te ,"  no less than 70 percent o f the national income flowing 
to the highly priv ileged  20 percent o f the upper echelons o f society; 
whereas 40 percent o f the population survived on a fam ily  income of 
less than $840 a year in a market of in te rn atio n a lized  p rices . "One 
can extrapolate th is  appalling imbalance with re la t iv e  safety to most 
other Latin American Countries. Aharon Sapsezian, "M inistry with 
the Poor," IntRMiss 66 (1977):4.
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What we are faced with is  a s itu atio n  that takes no account 
of man's d ig n ity  or his most elemental needs, tha t does not 
provide his b io logical survival or his basic r ig h t to be free  
and autonomous. Poverty, in ju s t ic e , a lien a tio n , and man's ex­
p lo ita tio n  of his fe llow  men combine to  form a s ituation  
which the Medellin Conference did no hesitate  to condemn as 
in s titu tio n a liz e d  violence.
Within th is  context, the change in attitudes toward the real 
causes of Latin  America's unjust social s tructure , which had been in 
process,^ became rad ica lized . Underdevelopment and poverty could no
^Gutierrez, "In troduction ," p. x v i .
2
The hopes o f the f i f t i e s  gave way to the d is illu s io n s  of the 
s ix tie s  as the gap between developed and underdeveloped countries 
widened. A ctually  disillusionm ent with development strateg ies did not 
w ait lonq a fte r  the launching of the "decade of development." Anibal 
Pinto, Chile: Un caso de desarro llo  frustrado (Santiago: E d ito ria l 
U n iv e rs ita ria , l9 b /) ;  cel so f-urtado, A hormagao Economica do Brasil 
(Rio de Janeiro: Fundo de C ultura, 19621. from 1963 on the fa ilu re  of 
the "development myth," as i t  came to  be called  (Michael Bermann, 
"Impact of the Development Myth," EcR 19 [1967]:367); became
increasing ly  evident and with disturbing insistence economists started  
ra is in g  questions regarding the supposed benefits of the development 
model which promised so much but delivered so l i t t l e  (see MacEoin, 
Revolution Next Door, pp. 1-22) Contrary to what had been expected, 
dependence of £He Latin American nations on the developed world, 
esp ec ia lly  on the United States, was increasing rather than 
decreasing. Andre Gunder Frank described the resu lts  of the 
developmentalist model as "the development of underdevelopment." 
Capitalism  and Underdevelopment in Latin  America (New York: Monthly 
Press Review, 1967); see Paul Baran and Paul sweezy, Monopoly C apita l: 
An Essay on the American Economic and Social Order (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1966); also Andre IT Frank, Latin American: Under­
development or Revolution (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1968); 
H ello  Jaguaribe, La dependencia politico-economica de America Latina  
(Mexico C ity : SigTo Veintiuno, 1969). F in a lly , even Efie economic 
growth experienced in  some geographic areas, such as B ra z il, fo r  
example, benefited the w ealth ier economic s tra ta  exc lusively , while  
tw o-th irds of the population found themselves fu rth er from th e ir  goals 
than before. John T. Carmody and Denise L. Carmody observe that 
between 1960 and 1970, the top 5 percent o f B raz ilian  income earners 
increased th e ir  share of the national wealth from 27.4 to 36.3 
percent. During the same period the share of the bottom 80 percent 
decreased from 45.5 to 36.8 percent. Contemporary Catholic Theology 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1980), p. 184^
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longer be seen as the re s u lt of economic, c u ltu ra l, and social 
backwardness. The tra d itio n a l notion expressed by the development/  
underdeve1opment analysis was replaced by the revolutionary under­
standing transla ted  in the formula dependence|/underdevelopment. 1
Dependence thus surfaced as the key element in the in te rp re ta tio n  of
2
the appalling r e a l i ty .  I t  is  precisely the Latin American theory of
I t  should be noted th a t  a lthough M e d e llin  was a lre a d y  framed 
w ith in  th e  c r i t iq u e  o f th e  d e v e lo p m e n ta lis t economic model (L ib a n io , 
"CELAM I I I :  Fears and Hopes," p . 21), i t  was r a th e r  more d e s c r ip t iv e
than a n a ly t ic a l and d id  not " a r r iv e  a t  th e  mechanisms o f  opp ression , 
fo r  which i t  lacked  adequate in strum ents  o f a n a ly s is "  ( P h i l l ip  E. 
Berryman, "L a tin  American L ib e ra t io n  Theology," in  Theology in  th e  
A m ericas.p . 26). Awareness o f  th e  h is to r ic a l  s itu a t io n  o t dependence 
came as L a t in  American th in k e rs  tu rned  to  Marxism as an in s tru m en ta l 
to o l (Mfguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 71; McAffe Brown, Theology in  
a New Key, pp. 64-70)1 rhen i t  became in c re a s in g ly  e v id e n t th a t  th e  
s tru c tu ra l c h a ra c te r  o f  th e  problem  demanded s tr u c tu r a l answers. The 
answer was no lo n g er economic in te g r a t io n  but l ib e r a t io n .  For 
G u t ie r r e z , o n ly  w ith in  "th e  framework o f  w o rld -w id e  c la s s  s tru g g le "  
r a n  th e  L a t in  American r e a l i t y  be in te rp re te d  and transform ed (A 
Theology, p. 87).
R ely in g  h e a v ilv  on th e  work o f  L a t in  American p o l i t i c a l  
econom ists Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo F a le t to ,  G u tie r re z  
d e fin e s  th e  " L a t in  American r e a l i t y "  as "dependence" ra th e r  than  
"underdevelopm ent" ( ib id . ,  pp. 84-88). From th is  p e rs p e c tiv e , p o verty  
came to  oe p erce ived  not as something a c c id e n ta l which can be 
e lim in a te d  w ith  more modern tec h n iq u e s; ra th e r  i t  was p a r t  and 
p arce l o f  a re p re s s iv e  system . Thus th e re  could be no "development" 
fo r  th e  poor s in c e  t h e i r  "underdevelopm ent was due to  sys tem atic  
d e s p o lia t io n  o f which th e y  were v ic t im s  (D u sse l, "The P o l i t i c a l  and 
E c c le s ia l C o n te x t,"  p. 183) from  w ith o u t (M iguez Bonino, Doing 
Theology, p. 17) and from  w ith in  (F lo re a l U re ta , "Algunas re f le x io n e s  
acerca de la  t e o io g fa ,"  D ia lT e o l 12 [1978]: 30; P ie r ro  B igo , The 
Church and T h ird  World R evo lu tio n  (M a ry k n o ll, N. Y .:  O rb is  Books, 
1 9 /4 ] ,  pp. 2 3 -3 9 1 . L a t in  American th e o ry  o f  dependence, however, is  
ch a lle n g ed  by th e  American C a th o lic  sch o la r M ichael Novak in  h is  The 
S p i r i t  o f  Dem ocratic C a p ita lis m  (New York: Simon & S ch u ster, 1982). 
R ely in g  on th e  work o f  ano ther L a t in  American econom ist, Joseph 
Ramos, Novak c i t e s  s ix  fa c ts  th a t  r e fu te  th e  th e o ry  o f dependence 
( fo r  a summary see Novak "A Theology o f Development fo r  L a t in  
A m erica ,"  in  R. Nash, e d . ,  L ib e ra t io n  Theology, pp. 21-44 ). These s ix
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dependence that must be regarded as the fundamental condition in any 
attempt to account fo r the revolutionary theology that emerged in the 
continent.^
Motivated by the s itu a tio n  of poverty and dependence of Latin 
America and in an attempt to be responsive to th a t s itu a tio n , a new 
kind o f theological re fle c tio n  was fostered among Roman Catholics. 
Radically departing from northern theological en terprise , i t  focused
facts  cannot be squared w ith any theory that purports to explain 
Latin American underdevelopment in  terms of United States develop­
ment. Latin American poverty, Ramos and Novak claim , is a long-term  
consequence of the "in ternal structures common to Latin American and 
Iberian  countries." Long a fte r  the overseas empires o f Spain and 
Portugal have vanished, th e ir  cu ltu ra l legacies remain "fundamental 
obstacles" to economic development (The S p ir it  of Democratic 
Capitalism , pp. 304-305). For a synthesis, see McCann, ,L Li deration  
and the M u ltin a tio n a ls ,"  ThT 41 (1984):51-60. The strong fee lin g  tha t 
th e ir  continent has been v ictim ized by the massive dominance of North 
American corporations is  not eas ily  dismissed. In a "Open Letter to  
North American Christians " th ir te e n  Latin American Protestant leaders 
repeatedly charged th a t "the oppressive power of America is  turning 
Central and South America into  one g igantic prison, and in some 
regions one vast cemetery . . . Today, we Latin Americans are d is ­
covering th a t, apart from our own weaknesses and sins, not a few of 
our misfortunes, miseries and fru s tra tio n s  flow from and are 
perpetuated w ith in  a system th a t produces substantial benefits fo r  
your country but goes on swallowing us more and more ir, oppression, 
in  impotence, in  death," Gerald H. Anderson and Thomas F. Stransky, 
ed - Mission Trends No 4: Liberation Theologies in North America and 
Europe (New York: Paul 1st Press, 1979), p. 7T. S recent book
published in West Germany provides an analysis of North American 
economic p o lic ies  in  Latin America. Frank Niess, Per Koloss der 
Norden, Geschichte der Lateinam erikapolitic  der USE Ik o In : Pahl- 
Rugenstein, 1984); see also Piero Gheddo, Why Is the Third World 
Poor? (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1973); W lIlian  W ip fle r, "Latin  
America: U. S. Colony," ChrCr 32 (A p ril, 1972 ):68 ff.
^See Hector Borrat, "Liberation Theology in  Latin America," 
Dial 13 (1974):174 176. Neely observes th a t the d is illusionm ent with 
development and awareness of the dependence s ituation  came to  be the 
bete noire o f the lib e ra tio n  theologians ("L iberation Theology in  
Latin  America," p. 348).
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on the need fo r lib e ra tio n .^  Presenting the case fo r a theology of
lib e ra tio n , its  most renowned advocate argues th a t , contrary to much
of contemporary theology, which takes i t s  s ta r t from the challenge
posed by the nonbeliever, 1n Latin America the main challenge comes
from the nonhuman, i . e . ,  the poor, the human being who is not
recognized as such by the preva iling  social order. Thus, "the
question . . . is  no longer how we are to  speak about God in a world
come o f age; i t  is  rather how to  proclaim him Father in a world that
is  not human and what the im plications might be te l l in g  nonhumans
2
tha t they are children of God."
Basically concerned in  re la tin g  the teachings of the C hristian  
fa ith  to the live s  and struggles of the poor and oppressed, 
lib e ra tio n  theologians came to the conviction th a t in Latin America, 
theology had to discover a new d irec tio n  for i t s  re f le c tio n . Since 
the central question which i t  must answer in  th is  context is  not
By 1968 theology in Latin America adopted the experiences 
and aspirations of the "grassroots," and thus, remarks Dussel, "was 
born the theology of lib e ra tio n "  ("The P o lit ic a l and Ecclesial 
Context." p. 183). Assmann observes th a t 1970 was the f i r s t  year in  
which conferences and symposia on the theme of "theology of 
lib e ra tio n "  became commonplace throughout Latin America (Theology fo r  
a Nomad Church, p. 52). He l is ts  no less than s ix  such conferences, 
aTi in tern atio n al gatherings (pp. 52-53). Many others were held at 
the national and regional le v e ls . Dussel points to  a meeting of 
Latin American theologians in  Buenos A ires, August 3 -6 , 1970, as an 
occasion when the "theology o f lib e ra tio n "  was discussed in d e ta il (A 
History o f the Church, o. 246; see Maqueo, Liberacfon y teo lo g ia , pp. 
1/7-206; Schi 1lebeeckx, "Liberation Theology Between Medellin and 
Puebla," pp. 3-7; Renato Poblete, "From Medellin to Puebla," 
Worldview, October 1978: 27-30).
2
G utierrez, "Liberation Theology and Proclamation," Cone 10
(1974):69.
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"What should be believed?" but "What is  to be done? " 1 theology could 
not be conceived simply as "wisdom" or as "rational knowledge," as i t  
was tra d it io n a lly .  In Latin America, theology should now be 
formulated as a c r it ic a l  re fle c tio n  on the h is to r ic a l praxis of 
fa ith ."* G utierrez capsulates the new way of doing theology in the 
neologism "orthopraxis. " As orthopraxis, theology s h ifts  the primary 
axis o f fa ith  from rig h t knowledge (ortho-doxy) to  r ig h t action 
(o rth o -p ra x is ).
Puebla Conference: a P referen tia l
Option fo r the Poor
Latin American theology, as Rosemary Ruether notes, "arises
]Cf. C. G effre,"A  Prophetic Theology," Cone 10 (1974):11.
2
T ra d itio n a lly , G utierrez says, the c lassica l tasks of theo­
logy have centered around two poles: "theology as wisdom" and "theo­
logy as ra tio n a l knowledge" (A Theology, pp. 3 -5 ) .  Theology as 
wisdom, predominant during the f i r s t  centuries o f Church h is to ry , was 
linked to s p ir itu a l l i f e .  Theology as ra tional knowledge emerged in 
the tw e lfth  century, emphasizing the in te lle c tu a l d is c ip lin e  of deal­
ing with the re la tio n sh ip  o f fa ith  and reason mainly done in 
A ris to te lia n  categories. In consequence of th is  development, during 
the scholastic period, and especially  a fte r  Trent, theology became an 
a n c illa ry  d isc ip lin e  of the magisteriurn of the Church, whose main 
function was reduced to  the passive exposition of the "revealed 
tru th s ,"  defense of "true doctrines," and the teaching of "revealed 
tru th  a u th o rita tiv e ly "  ( ib id . ,  p. 6 ) .
3
Theology as wisdom and ra tional knowledge, G utierrez agrees, 
remain va lid  dimensions of theology, but he requires th a t i t  be one 
th ing more: a c r i t ic a l  re fle c tio n  on the Church’ s presence and 
a c t iv ity  in  the world in the lig h t of revelation  (A Theology, p. 13). 
"Theology as c r it ic a l  re fle c tio n  on h is to rica l praxis is  thus . . .  a 
theology o f lib e ra tin g  transformation of the h is to ry  of humanity. A 
theology which does not stop with re fle c tin g  on the world, but tr ie s  
to  be part of the process through which the world is  transformed" (p. 
15).
^G utierrez, p. 10.
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from a Church th a t is ,  f i r s t  of a l l ,  a repentant Church. A Church 
th a t knows i t  came as part o f a system of exp lo ita tion  and acted fo r  
much of i ts  h istory as a tool of domination."^ With the emergence of 
lib e ra tio n  theology, the Church began to  enter an e n tire ly  new world,
"the world of the other, o f the poor and exploited and oppressed
2
classes." From th is  perspective, not only society with i ts  dominant 
and unjust politico-economic structures is  strongly denounced, but 
the tra d itio n a l Church, "burdened with wealth, an accomplice of
oppressive government, g u ilty  of preaching an a lienating  formulation
3 4o f the gospel," is  seen as liv in g  "in a state o f mortal s in ."  The
Latin  American Church was then " liv in g  through a time of c r is is  and a
moment of judgment,"^ precisely  what the word c r is is  in theological
language means.
Rosemary Ruether, Disputed Questions: On Being a C hris tian , 
(N ashville : Abingdon, 198271 ppl 9 9 -100; see also fHe document 
w ritte n  by several Latin American theologians, "The Church-Born of 
the People: Good News in  Latin  America," Missio 7 (1970):305.
o
G u tiS rre z , " L ib e ra t io n  P rax is  and C h r is t ia n  F a i th ,"  in  
F ro n t ie rs  o f  Theology in  L a t in  A m erica, (M a ry k n o ll, N. Y .:  O rbis  
Books, 1 9 / 9 ) ,  p. b.
3
Gary MacEoin, Revolution Next Door, p. 113.
4Henri Fesquet, a French observer who covered Pope Paul's
v is i t  to  Latin America a t the time of the Medellin conference, 
e n tit le d  the book he wrote on his return A Church in the State of 
Mortal Sin, Une Eglise en e ta t de peche mortel lP aris : Grasset, 
7959T:-------  -------- ----------------------------------------------
^G utierrez, "In troduction ," p. x i i i .  From w ithin and from 
without the Catholic community was being called  in to  question by
those "who experience in  th e ir  d a ily  liv e s  the te r r ib le  distance that 
separates the Church from her roots in  the gospel and her lack of
harmony with the real world of Latin  America" ( ib id . ) .  I t  came
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While the popularity of lib e ra tio n  theology was gaining 
world-wide a tten tio n , due to in ternational meetings and publications  
dealing with th is  p a rticu la r t h e m e , in  the Latin American Catholic  
Church a chasm between "conservatives" and "progressives" was growing
increasingly to be f e l t  th a t what was a t stake was the very meaning 
of the Church, i f  not the C hristian fa i th  in Latin  America. McGrath 
had already observed th a t "were i t  not fo r Latin America, we could 
say th a t the developed nations of the world are of the Judeo- 
Christian  tra d itio n  and the underdeveloped are of the non Judeo- 
Christian  tra d it io n ."  This s itu a tio n , McGrath remarks, gives to Latin  
America a p a rtic u la r ly  urgent character w ithin the Church. I t  is here 
th a t Christians must apply th e ir  sense of ju s tic e , in ternational a id , 
and national obligation to development. I f  Christians f a i l  here, he 
concludes, what can they hope to t e l l  the rest of the world about 
ju s tic e , fa ith  and love? ("Church Doctrine in  Latin  America a fte r  the 
Council," pp. 102-103).
^Among others, the meeting of theologians held in Mexico C ity  
in  1975, was of p a rticu la r relevance. At that tim e, preparation was 
being made fo r the forthcoming hemispheric gathering of CELAM (the  
proceedings of th is  gathering were published in book form by Enrique 
Ruiz Maldonado, Liberacion y c au tive rio . Debates en torno al metodo 
de la  teologia de America Latina (Mexico City: Comte organizador, 1975). 
At th a t time an "ideological hardening" was perceived in the m ajority  
o f Latin American countries, mainly under the influence of m ilita ry  
regimes. Two other s ig n ific a n t meetings were held. One was in D etro it
(1975), w ith worldwide representation and special p a rtic ip a tio n  of 
some prominent North American theologians, such as Gregory Baum, 
James Cone, Robert McAffee Brown, Rosemary Ruether and Frederick 
Herzog (see Sergio Torres, e d ., Theology in the Americas [Maryknoll, 
N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1976; A lfred H T  Hennelly, "wno Does Theology in 
the Americas?" America 33 [1975]:137-139). Another meeting was held 
in  Tanzania, in August of 1976, w ith representatives from A frica , 
Asia and Latin America, aiming "to scru tin ize  the signs of the 
tim es," to lis te n  to"the  S p ir it  amid the divisions between the rich  
and the poor, and to  examine the two d is tin c t perspectives operative 
in  theology today" (Sergio Torres, e d ., The Emergent Gospel, pp. v i i ,  
v i i ) .  Furthermore a s ig n ific a n t step fo r  the popularization of Latin  
American theology was taken with the publication of an e n tire  issue 
o f the in flu e n tia l Concilium (Vol. 6 No. 10, 1974) dealing with the 
theme of lib e ra tio n  and made ava ilab le  in many languages (see 
Dupertuis, pp. 89-94).
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
117
w iderJ  Liberation c r it ic is m  of the older theology and the re la tio n
of Church and State had not convinced many bishops, especia lly  those
2
who defended pre-Vatican I I  theology and who, according to Segundo 
G alilea , had "not yet committed themselves to h is to ry ," '* and who, in 
turn, accused lib e ra tio n  theology as being too "h o rizo n ta lis t"  and 
lacking a "solid  epistemology."^
The tensions and expectations in the conservative and pro­
gressive camps began to center around the Third General Conference of
the Latin American bishops to take place in Puebla, Mexico,in January 
5
of 1979. Both sides f e l t  th a t Puebla would carry decisive
Already at the Medellin meeting opinions were divided among 
the p a rtic ip a tin g  bishops (see P h ill ip  E. Berryman, ’Latin American 
Liberation Theology," pp. 22-23; MacEoin, Revolution Next-Door, pp. 
111-131. Later, with evidences suggesting Vatican involvement, there 
surfaced organized resistance to  the lib e ra tio n  movement. Redmond, 
"Recent Themes in  Catholic Social Thought in Latin  America," pp. 
38-39). With the e lection  of the conservative bishop Alfonso Lopez 
T r u j i l lo  fo r  the d irec tion  of the Latin American Bishops Council 
(CELAM), lib e ra tio n  theology soon became the ta rg e t of conservative 
forces (See Gary MacEoin and N iv ita  R iley , Puebla: A Church Being 
Born [New York: Paulist Press, 1980], pp. 22-26). Reslstence €o
lib era tio n  theology has increased in recent years.
2
Roberto Oliveros Maqueo, "The Theology of L iberation ," in  
The Church at the Crossroads, p. 122.
3
Segundo G a lilea , c ited  by Redmond, p. 38.
4
See Maqueo, "The Theology of L iberation ," p. 122.
^The Conference was o r ig in a lly  planned fo r 1978, a decade
a fte r  M edellin, but with the death of two Popes (Paul V I, died in  mid
1978, and his successor, John Paul I ,  a few weeks la t e r ) ,  i t  found
i t s e l f  postponed. When f in a l ly  convened, CELAM I I I  had the
p artic ip a tio n  of 21 card ina ls, 66 archbishops, and 131 bishops out of
356 (see Pablo Ramos, "New Light on the Pope in Mexico," The Month
12 [1979]: 118-122).
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consequencesJ The major issue facing the Puebla Conference was not 
whether i t  would say anything s tr ik in g ly  new and ra d ic a l. I t  was 
ra ther whether i t  would allow the Medellin commitment to the poor to 
vanish under innumerable q u a lif ic a tio n s . There is  l i t t l e  doubt tha t 
a determined e ffo r t  was made by the conservative side to ensure that 
both the s ty le  and outcome of Puebla would be quite d iffe re n t from 
those of M edellin.^ Furthermore, as Comblin observed, "there were 
h o p e s — and fe a rs --th a t Puebla would administer the coup de grace to 
l ib e ra tio n  theology,^ a fa c t exceedingly disturbing equally to both
Commentators and jo u rn a lis ts  made public the tensions behind 
the scenes in the preparation of Puebla (see the a r tic le s  by Penny 
Lernoux, Moises Sandoval, and Jon Sobrino in Puebla and Beyond: 
Documentation and Commentary). The renowned quarterly  review, Cross 
Currents, devoted an e n tire  is s u e --v o l. 28, Spring 1978--to discuss 
the preparations fo r the Conference, with contributions from Latin  
American, North American, Canadian, and German theologians.
See Dorr, Option fo r the Poor, p. 208. The Preparatory Docu­
ment (PD) which c ircu la ted  among partic ipants  several months before 
the meeting was heavily c r it ic iz e d  by lib e ra tio n  theologians as a 
"subtle re jec tio n  o f Medellin" ("Our Martyrs Give Hope o f Resur­
re c tio n ,"  by a group of Peruvian theologians, CrossCur 28 [1978]:47- 
54). The concept of the poor as expressed by the Pb became a main 
issue in the discussion. "Fearful of reduction," lib e ra tio n  theo log i­
ans objected, the PD gave to the term poor "broad meaning," thus, "in 
the end the poor are everyone and no one at the same time" (p. 48).
3
See by the Costa Rican Ecumenical Council, "The Manipulation 
of CELAM," CrossCur 28: (1978):60-65. For a deta iled  account of the 
meeting, see McCoin and R iley , Puebla:A Church Being Born; fo r  a 
summary, see Gerald McCarthy, "The P o lit ic s  of 'Puebla," The Month 12 
(1979):39-68. In face of the m ilita n t campaign against the theology 
of lib e ra tio n , a vigorous protest was made by several German 
theologians including Karl Rahner, Johannes B. Metz, Ernst Kaesemann 
"We Must P rotest," CrossCur 28 (1978):65-70.
4J. Comblin, "The Bishops' Conference at Puebla," TD 
28 (1980):11. Both, "conservatives" and "progressives" have w ritten  
extensively about the position adopted by Pope John Paul I I  on 
lib e ra tio n  theology in his "Opening Address to the Puebla Conference"
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Church and the dominant politico-economic order. Yet, as a whole the 
the f in a l document that emerged from Puebla^ re-affirm ed
as well as in the other Mexican addresses (these addresses are found 
in Puebla and Beyond, pp. 47 -83 ), each attempting to convince the 
pubTTc th a t the Pope was on th e ir  side—that he had condemned 
lib e ra tio n  theology, or that he had come down in  favor of what the 
lib e ra tio n  theologians stood fo r  (see "John Paul vs. Liberation  
Theology,'' Time, February 12, 1979, pp. 68-69); Dawn Gibeaw and Penny 
Lernoux, "U.S. Press Errs in Summarizing Pope a t Puebla," NCR [Feb. 
16, 1979]: 10, 39; FarntPeerman, "Did the Pope Apply the Brakes at 
Puebla?" ChrCent [Feb. 1979]:203; Harvey Cox, "A Puebla Diary" 
Commonweal- [May 16. 1979]:145; Michael Novak, "Liberation Theology 
and the Pope," and James V. Schall, "The American Press Views 
Puebla," both in Quentin L. Quade, ed ., The Pope and Revolution: John 
Paul I I  Confronts Liberation Theology, pp. 73-85 and 86-96); see also 
the a r t ic le s  on Puebla in LumVit 34 [1979]:311-390). As expected, 
in the context o f a highly polarized s itu a tio n , the Pope's addresses, 
espec ia lly  his speech to the Puebla Conference, would contain a good 
deal o f , "on the one hand . . . and on the other" (see Dorr, pp. 
210-213). Comblin is  probably correct in his a ffirm ation  that at the 
Conference no c lear decision was made in regard to lib e ra tio n  
theology since opinions among the bishops were equally divided (The 
Bishops' Conference at Puebla," pp. 9 -1 2 ). In recent times, Vatican's  
reserves in  re la tio n  to lib e ra tio n  theology have been made more 
evident. Alfonso Lopes T r u j i l lo ,  declared opponent of lib e ra tio n  
theology, made cardinal by John Paul I I ,  became the "the pope's man 
in  Latin  America" (Peter Hebblethwaite, "Do C u r ia lis t 's  'H in ts ' 
Presage a Reprimand of L iberation Theology?" NCR, April 6 , 1984, p. 
24). Moreover Leonardo B off's recent troubles with Cardinal Joseph 
Ratzir.ger, prefect of the Congregation fo r the Doctrine of Faith (see 
Tarcis io  Beal, NCR, September 28, 1984, p. 20; also Beal's "Boff's  
Silence Can S tiTT” Be Heard," NCR March 7, 1986; ChrT, October 19, 
1984, pp. 46 -47 ), and the publication o f a 36-page paper on the 
movement, Ins truction  on Certain Aspects of the Theology of 
Liberation (Boston: ST! Paul Editions, 1984) are revealing
ind ications of disapproval. Apparently, the principal objection to 
lib e ra tio n  theology is  the use of Marxist analysis to explain the 
Latin  American r e a l i ty  (Peter Hebblethwaite, p. 24; c f . ,  Vatican's  
In s tru ctio n s , pp. 17-34). Generally speaking, the Pope's dealings 
with the lib era tio n  theology issue are marked by extreme caution. In 
e ffe c t i t  seems th a t his aim has been to  co-opt the acceptable themes 
of the movement, while trimming away objectionable elements ("Discord 
in the Church," Time, February 4 , 1985, pp. 56-57).
V o r  an o f f ic ia l  English ed ition ,see  Puebla: Evangelization  
at Present and in the Future of Latin America: Conclusions (Middle- 
green: 5 t . Paul Publications 1980); Puebla and Beyond, pp. 123-285.
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the d irections set by CELAM I I ,  some ten years before. Despite 
p o lit ic a l and ecc les ias tica l pressures, the Church leaders were not 
w illin g  to  compromise on the central elements of the po lic ies  adopted 
at M edellin. As expressed in the very t i t l e  of one of the central 
chapters of i ts  documents, "A P referentia l Option fo r the Poor,"^ 
Puebla reaffirm ed the main stances taken at M edellin. Adopting the 
controversial phrase which has since become a powerful summary and 
symbol of the new r e a l i ty  in  the l i f e  o f the Catholic Church in the
continent, the Conference gave c lear indication of i ts  endorsement of
2
the dynamic segments o f Latin American Catholicism. Thus, contrary 
to the expectations of many, lib e ra tio n  theology, the grass-roots 
communites and the C h ris tian 's  p o lit ic a l commitment on behalf of the
•3
poor came away from Puebla much stronger and with more leg itim acy .-
Since Puebla, as Dussel notes, the whole experience of a new 
model of the church being applied to p o lit ic a l and c iv i l  society has
4
continued and indeed been reeinforced. Lending support to the
"Evangelization at Present," #1134-1165. Puebla and Beyond, 
pp. 264-267. The document does not give a systematic account o f what 
"option fo r the poor" does or does not mean, though i t  indicates in  
practica l terms what i t  involved (see a rts . 1134. 1154, and 1160).
2
Harvey Cox and Faith Annette Sand summarized the resu lts  of 
Puebla, remarking: "What happened at Puebla? Not very much, re a lly ."  
"What Happened at Puebla," ChrCris 39 (1979):57. This conclusion,
however, misses the deep meaning of the conference. Medellin had 
suggested an option fo r  the poor, but i t  was fa r  more d i f f i c u l t ,  and 
o f equal relevance, to  re a ffirm  commitments to th is  option more than 
a decade la te r ,  when the fu l l  cost had become apparent.
^Pablo Richard, "Puebla: Hope of the Poor," Missio 7 (1979):
288.
4
Dussel, "Current Events in Latin America," p. 99.
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"Church of the poor" actualized in the Comunidades Eclesiais de
Base,^ Puebla opened wide the gates fo r  what Gutierrez ca lls  "the
2
irru p tio n  of the poor." The epochal Conference, as the culmination
At M edellin, the comunidades ecles ia is  de base, or comuni­
dades cris tas  de base (grassroot communities) ,  had become so v ita l an 
element of church Tife that the f in a l documents recognized the 
importance of th is  "new ecclesia l re a lity "  (The Church in the Present 
Day Transformation of Latin America, pp. 102-112). Since M edellin, the 
poor organized in  these grassroot communities were finding voice, 
s e lf - id e n t if ic a t io n , leadership, and above a l l ,  gaining consciousness 
of the oppressive re a li ty  in which they were liv in g . Puebla, 
G utierrez ind icates, "accepted and hailed base-level ecclesial 
communities as an event of primary importance in  the l i f e  of the 
Church" (The Irru p tio n  o f the Poor," p. 115; also Esther and Mortimer 
A rias, The Cry of My People, p. 116; Jacques Van Nieuwenhove, "Puebla 
and the Grass-ftoots Coiiiiunities," LumVit 34 [1979]: 311-330).
According to Dussel, a fte r  Puebla " i t  is  not prophetic groups but the 
church as a whole that is  supporting the grassroots movement" 
("Current Events," p. 99) however, he recognizes the confrontation  
between two d iffe re n t models o f the church existing  side by side, and 
forecasts the p o s s ib ility  of increased tensions. The "Basic 
Communities" are discussed la te r  in greater d e ta il.
2
G utierrez, "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," pp. 107-123. This 
"irru p tio n  of the poor" is  s tr ik in g ly  evident in  the stream of 
w ritten  works dealing with the subject. G utierrez, The Power of the 
Poor in H istory; A Theology of L iberation; "The Voice of the Poor in 
the Church,1' CfhSocA 33 U 978):30-34; "The Poor in the Church," in 
The Poor and the Church, ed. Norbert Greinacher and Alois Muller 
(New York: Seabury Press, 1977), pp. 11-16; We Drink From Our Own 
Wells (Maryknoll, N. Y .; Orbis Books, lUSSl Eos poBres y Ta 
liberacion en Puebla (Bogota: CEDIAL, 1979); "Pobreza y liberacion en 
America L atina ,"  Christianismo y Sociedad, 63 (1980):53-85; "En busca 
de los pobres de Jesucristo: evangeiizacion y teologia en el siglo  
XVI," in H is to ria  de la  teo log ia  en America Latina, pp. 137-163; 
"Finding Our Way to Talk about God," V. Fabella and S. Torres ed . ,  
Irru p tio n  of the Third World (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis books, 1982), 
■ppT 222-234; for exhaustive bibliography on G uti§rrez's  works, see 
Miguel Manzanera, Teologia y salvacion liberacion en la  obra de 
Gustavo G utierrez (Biibao: Mensajero, 19/8; ppl 427-432; aTso
V icto rio  Araya, El Dios de I os Pobres, pp. 225-226. See Jon Sobrino, 
The True Church and the Poor (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1984); 
Sobrino "WRo Are ERe Poor1? . . . Those Who Die" Witness 62
(1981):14-17. Dussel, "The Poor and the Kingdom of God," IntRMiss 68 
(1979):115-137. See the e n tire  co llec tio n  of essays in  Los Pobres, J. 
Severino Croatto et a l . (Buenos Aires: E d ito ria l la  Aurora, T978).
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o f complex developments, made o f f ic ia l  a new place fo r the poor in the
Ju lio  de Santa Ana,Good hews to the Poor (Geneva, World Council of 
Church, 1977), and Towards a Church of the Poor (Maryknoll, N. Y.: 
Orbis Books, 1979). dose Miguez Bonino, The struggle of the Poor and 
the Church," EcR 27 (1975):36-43. Furthermore, the poor, regarded as 
the "back bone" of lib e ra tio n  theology (Araya, p. 39), appear in the 
background o f a l l  w ritings of lib era tio n  theologians, or w ritten  
works dealing with the theology of lib e ra tio n  (see Hannely, "Theology 
through the Optic of the Poor," Theologies in C o n flic t, pp. 23-49). 
Furthermore, the impact of lib e ra tio n  theology's emphasis on the poor 
(a subject which had been generally overlooked by the theologians) 
has provoked in  contemporary theology a new awareness both from 
theological and b ib lic a l perspectives. Space allows us to  provide 
only a bibliographic sample. See Aharon Sapsezian,"M inistry with the 
Poor," IntRMiss 65 (1977):3-57; David Sheppard, Bias to the Poor 
(London: hodder and Stoughton, 1983); Nicholas W o lte rs to rff, u n til 
Justice and Peace Embrace (Grand Rapids: Mm. B. Eerdmans, 1979), pp. 
73-98; Waldron Scottj Bring Forth Justice (Grand Rapids: Wm B. 
Eerdmans, 1980, chap. 8 , "Good News to  the Poor," 144-161; William  
H. Jennings, Poor People and Churchgoers (New York: The Seabury 
Press, 1972); Helmut G o llw itzer, The Rich Christians and Poor Lazarus 
(Edinburgh: The Saint Andrew Press, 1970); Enzo G a tti, Rich Church,
Poor Church? (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1974); Ian M. Fraser,
The F ire  Runs (London: SMC Press LTD, 1975); W illiam  K. McElvaney, 
Good News Is Bad News Is Good News . . . (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis 
Books, 1980); Richard Batey, Jesus and the Poor (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1972); Jacques Pohier and Oietmar Mieth, eds., The D ignity of the 
Despized of The Earth (New York: The Seabury Press’^  1979); Wolfgang 
Stegemann, The Gospel and the Poor (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1981); James Armstrong, From the Underside (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis 
Books, 1981; Augustin George et aTTl Gospel Poverty (Chicago: 
Franciscan Herald Press, 1977); Ronald Sider; Rich Christians in an 
Age of Hunger; also Sider Cry Justice (Downers Grove, in te r-Y a rs ity  
Press, 1980); idem, "Is  God Real ly  on the Side of the Poor?", 
Sojourners 16 Oct, 1977, pp. 11-14; Orlando Costas, The In te g r ity  of 
Mission (Dew York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1979TT pp. 79-83; 
Richard D. N. Dickinson, Poor Yet Making Many Rich (Geneva: World 
Council o f Churches, 1983); Alejandro Cussianovich, Religious L ife  
and the Poor (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1979); Conrad Boerman, 
The Rich, The Poor and the Bible (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
19/9); Brian P h illip s , “The Poor of Yahweh, and the Church Today," 
StMarkR 98 (1979):2-11; "S p iritu a l Penetration: Revolts o f the Poor 
and the Oppressed," RelSoc 27 (1980):10-15; Samuel L. Parmar, "Focus 
on the Poor," EcR Tl976):266-275; Michael D. Guinan, Gospel 
Poverty (New York: Paulist Press, 1981); Walter P ilgrim , Good News 
to  the Poor (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1981); Ihromi,
"Have the Poor a Role in God's Design?" EcR 32 (1980:59-65; Nestor 0. 
Miguez, "S o lid arity  with the Poor, a Test of Ecclesial Renewal," EcR
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theological and ecclesial chart. Increasingly the poor have been 
moving to center stage in Latin  America, and around th is  happening, 
as Gutierrez observes turns the sociopo litica l l i f e  o f the continent 
and also the l i f e  of the church and theological re fle c tio n  i t s e l f . 1
Conclusion
From the time of the discovery of the continent up u n til 
recently , the l i f e  of the Catholic Church in Latin  America was 
expressed by means of two main ecclesio logical models, through which 
the Church approached the fundamental question of the re la tio n  
between fa ith  and human existence, between fa ith  and social re a lity :  
F irs t ,  the "Christendom" model undergirded by Augustinian theology, 
imported from Europe through the Spanish-Portuguese conquest and 
colonization; second, the "d is tin c tio n  of planes" model grounded on 
Catholic lib era lism 's  rediscovery of Aquinas' teaching on "grace and 
nature." Although these two theological formulations are marked by 
fundamentally d is tin c tiv e  vis ions, ess e n tia lly  they did not a ffe c t 
the practica l l i f e  of the Church in Latin  America.
In each case, the Church saw i t s e l f  as the center of the work 
of salvation , whose mission was to protect fa ith  and increase in
31 (1979):260-272; Julio  de Santa Ana, "Mission of the Church in a
World Torn Between Poor and Rich," IntRMiss 72 (1983):20-31; J. M. R. 
T il la rd , "Evangelized by the PoorT" Mid-Stream 20 (1981):399-419. 
Samuel Escobar, "The Gospel and the poor," in  John D river and S. 
Escobar, Christian Mission and Social Justice (S cottaale , PS. Herald 
Press, 1978); Richard J. Mouw,"Jesus and the Poor: Unity in Christ in  
an Unjust World, Mid-Stream 20 (1981):409-419. Apparently, i t  became 
impossible to ta lk  about theology without ta lk in g  about the poor.
G u tie rre z , "The Irru p tio n  o f the poor," p. 112.
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numbers. Within th is  absolutist view o f i ts  nature and mission, the 
re la tio n s  between the Catholic community and the c iv i l  society in 
which i t  existed were fa ta l ly  determined. Concerned solely  with its  
in s titu tio n a l expansion and preservation, the Church directed its  
e ffo r ts  to  i ts  own benefits . In r e a l i ty  th is  meant tha t in order to 
safeguard and promote i ts  goals, the Catholic Church in  Latin America 
tended to  a lign  i t s e l f  with the ru lin g  classes as the necessary 
channels of pastoral action. These forces, in  tu rn , in th e ir  
hegemonic strategy, en lis ted  the Church i n  the service of le g itim a t­
ing th e ir  ru le . Therefore, while serving its  own in terests  and the 
in te res ts  of the economically and p o l i t ic a l ly  powerful, the Church 
was unable to id e n tify  i t s e l f  in any meaningful way with the poor.
P ara lle l to th is  a llian ce  o f the church with the e lite s ,  
C hris tian  categories and values were re in terp reted  by the ideology of 
the ex is tin g  social order, thus re in forcing the domination o f one 
social class over another. The message of the gospel was generally  
transcendentalized, salvation was mainly conceived w ith in  a one-sided 
e x tra -h is to r ic a l and s p ir i tu a lis t ic  emphasis. The b ib lic a l notion of 
poor and poverty were idealized  and s p ir itu a liz e d . Furthermore, the 
prevalent thinking w ith in  the Church was th a t poverty and oppression 
were ordair.ed by nature— therefore by God— and th e ir  victims should 
bear them p a tie n tly  and hope fo r  a reward in  heaven. Thus the Church 
refused to  accept resp o n s ib ility  fo r social and economic r e a l i t ie s ,  
even though i t  was a solid  p i l la r  of the established order.
Vatican I I  opened a new way fo r exp loration . Whereas the 
scholastic framework of the previous teaching had a tendency to
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abstract from tem porality , the Council faced the modern world 
squarely. With the ecclesio logical s h if t ,  the Catholic Church, to a 
considerable extent, freed i t s e l f  from ecclesiocentric  emphasis and 
was able to  turn outwards, toward the social problems facing the 
modern man. The Council expressed p articu la r concern fo r the poor 
and even hinted a p a r t ia l i ty  fo r  them. The Church, however, did not 
break compietly with tra d itio n a l notions, and old ambiguities 
remained. Concern fo r the poor was mainly understood w ithin the 
p a te rn a lis tic  model w ith them as a passive object of the Church's 
ch arity  and benevolent action. What was hinted a t in the Council, 
however, had a powerful e ffe c t on Latin American Catholicism. At the 
epochal gathering of the Latin American Bishops at M edellin, fo r the 
f i r s t  time in h is to ry , the Latin American Catholic Church consciously 
expressed its  own id e n tity . The bishops did not develop the theme of 
l ib e ra tio n  system atically, but in summoning the Church to hear the 
cry of the poor, they made a fundamental e f fo r t  to s itu ate  the Church 
in the context o f the dramatic and systemic problems confronting the 
continent and the Church's ro le  in th e ir  solution.
Liberation theology builds on th is  foundation. Although the 
movement cannot be properly understood in iso la tio n  from its  
in te rac tio n  with recent theological trends, contemporary Latin  
American theology is above a ll a contextual theology. I t  emerges as 
a c r it ic a l  re fle c tio n  on the s itu atio n  of dependence in which Latin 
America is  liv in g  today. Sensitive to the enormous in eq u alities  
exis ting  between the priv ileged  m inority and the massive poverty, 
hunger, s tarvation m alnu trition , i l l i t e r a c y ,  in fa n t-m o rta lity  and
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unemployment spread everywhere in  the continent, lib e ra tio n  theolo­
gians have become aware of the gigantic forces responsible fo r  the 
existing conditions. Adopting the current explanation of the causes 
of under-development being put forward by a new generation of Latin  
American economists and social th eo ris ts , these theologians have 
focused on what they believe to  be the deep roots of poverty in  Latin  
America. Poverty, a lien a tio n  and misery, fa r  from being something 
"accidental," which can be elim inated with more "modern techniques," 
are the resu lt of s tructura l exp lo ita tion  and systematic 
despoliation. Therefore, there  can be no escape fo r the poor while 
these conditions p re v a il. The answer, thus, cannot be "economic 
in tegration" or "development," but l ib e ra tio n .
As the name im plies, lib e ra tio n  theology is  concerned with
the meaning of re lig io n  fo r social and p o lit ic a l lib e ra tio n , and vice
versa. Once c lo is tered  and abstract d is c ip lin e , theological 
re fle c tio n  is  placed in  the context of real social experience and 
transformed in to  a re fle c tio n  on concrete h is to rica l s ituations and 
struggles of the poor. L iberation theologians in s is t on the p o lit ic a l  
impact o f the gospel. Their h is to rica l context, as they perceive i t ,  
forces them to  re f le c t  on the sociopo litica l features of th e ir  fa ith ,  
and leads them to formulate a theological response capable of 
providing a theological basis fo r the Church's option fo r the poor
and e ffe c tiv e  involvement in  th e ir  struggle fo r  lib e ra tio n .
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CHAPTER I I
LIBERATION: THEOLOGY, THE CHURCH AND THE POOR
Although the global context of lib e ra tio n  theology involves 
the very h istory  of C h ris tian ity  in Latin American and i ts  impact on 
society and p o lit ic s  in  the area, i t  was the fa ilu re  of the programs 
of development fo r the continent that provided the immediate setting  
fo r  the emergence of the revolutionary concept of lib e ra tio n ,^  with  
i ts  emphasis on radical change. Within Catholic c irc le s  sensitive to
the appalling Latin American socio-economic s tructure , described as
2 3"s in fu l" and marked by " in s titu tio n a liz e d  vio lence," theological
re fle c tio n  entered a new stage. At th is  .juncture, lib e ra tio n  was no
longer simply a lin g u is tic  anti-development stance. I t  became a c a ll
A
fo r "a new way to do theology," a theology which, seeking to  address
In his A Theology of L iberation , Gustavo G utierrez, one of 
the most in flu e n tia l proponents of the innovative concept, advances 
three basic arguments fo r  his preference fo r  the notion of 
l ib e ra tio n : ( 1) i t  h ighlights the c o n flic t iv e  nature of present 
r e a l i ty ,  i . e . ,  the c o n flic t of poor classes with regard to  the 
wealthy; ( 2 ) i t  implies a new consciousness, which leads human beings 
to assume conscious resp o n s ib ility  fo r  the determination of th e ir  own 
destin ies; (3) i t  manifests a more profound correspondence with the 
b ib lic a l sources and with the lib e ra tin g  l i f e  and death of Christ 
(see pp. 21-42).
2
The Church in  the Present-day Transformation, p. 46.
3Ib id . , p. 53.
4
G utierrez, A Theology of L iberation , p. 15.
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theological enterprise to the social struggles of the poor, begins 
and ends with th e ir  vision and immediate concerns.
The present chapter attempts to c la r ify  the function and 
the id e n tity  of the "poor" w ithin lib era tio n  theological formulation. 
The discussion is divided into  three main sections. F irs t ,  i t  deals 
with lib era tio n  theology's methodology and its  re lationship  to the 
poor. Second, attention is devoted to the ecclesiology which 
natura lly  flows from th is  "new way of doing theology" and provides 
the context fo r a c lear understanding of lib e ra tio n 's  concept of the 
poor. F in a lly  the focus is  placed on the frame of reference of 
lib era tio n  theology, with its  underlying assumption that Sod always 
takes the side of the poor and reveals himself only in the concrete 
h is to rica l context of th e ir  lib e ra tio n . In th is  fin a l section, 
p articu la r attention is  given to lib e ra tio n is t use of crucial 
b ib lic a l texts which are taken as the Scriptural support fo r its  
revisioning of theological re fle c tio n .
Theology from the Perspective of the Poor
In i ts  decision to reverse the role of the Latin American 
Roman Catholic Church—which tra d itio n a ly  has had its  sympathies 
committed to the rich classes— and give theological in terp retatio n  to 
the engagement of the Church as a whole in the process of lib e ra tio n , 
lib era tio n  theologians attempt fundamentally to rethink theology from 
the standpoint of the poor, making them the new locus theologicus. 
The f i r s t  step in th is  approach to theology has been a radical 
revision of theological methodology, to the examination of which we 
devote the following pages.
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Liberation Theology's Epistemological Break 
Perceiving the Latin American economic-political situation  
not only as a challenge to the Christian conscience1 but also as an 
expression of the “signs o f the times," which are a theological 
locus and a summons from God, liberation  theologians called into  
question the tra d itio n a l task of theological re fle c tio n .^  What
See John Eagleson, ed ., Christians and Socialism (Maryknoll, 
N. Y .: Orbis Books, 1975), pp. ibJ-iba. In i i  Booli provides the
documentation of the Conference held in Santiago, C hile, in April 
1972, under the theme “Christians fo r Socialism." The meeting, which 
gathered four hundred Latin American Christians, among whom were many 
of the leading Catholic and Protestant Latin American theologians, 
appeared to move many people to more radical positions, both
p o li t ic a l ly  and th eo lo g ica lly , regarding the s ituation  of the
continent. See also the chapter "The Awakening of the Christian  
Conscience," in Mfguez Bonino, Doing Theology, pp. 38-60.
^The Church in the Present-day Transformation, pp. 101, 168. 
Vatican's TT Gaudlurn e£ SpeS interpreted these signs mainly in 
reference to change, transformation and progress, in Latin  America, 
however, the "the signs of the time" are understood as expressed 
above a ll  in  the social order, which becomes a “theological 
situation" ( ib id . ,  p. 101). For a selected bibliography of writings  
on "sign of the times." both from Vatican I I  and Latin American
perspectives (see GutlSrrez, A Theology p. 17, n. 29).
^The evident transposition from the sociopo litica l re a lity ,  
a t f i r s t  glance not a theological theme, to the theological realm, 
two spheres kept in d iscontinu ity  w ithin the tra d itio n a l theological 
thought, becomes a primary datum fo r lib era tio n  theology. This 
"q u a lita tiv e  leap," to use the description of G iu lio  G irardi (c f.  
Mfguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 71), 1s basica lly  ju s tif ie d  by 
l ib e ra tio n  theology's un itarian  vision of history (c f .  G utierrez, A 
Theology, pp. 63-72; 153-187). Although sociopo litica l lib e ra tio n , 
humanization, and deliverance from sin are d iffe re n tia te d  in levels  
of meanings, they are considered inseparable parts of a single, 
all-encompassing s a lv if ic  process (Guti&rrez, A Theology, pp. 25-37; 
Mfguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 70). L1beracion cneoiogians stress 
the need of elim ination of the tem poral-spiritual and profane-sacred 
antitheses based on the natural-supernatural d is tin c tio n . 
G utierrez—c le a rly  re fle c tin g  the influence of a renewed theology of 
grace and reve lation , which sees mankind as liv in g  in a world which
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structure should the methodological and hermeneutical process adopt
that theology may be true to the necessity of the lib e ra tio n 1 of
those who are explo ited, despised, and crushed? In order to give a
proper answer to th is  basic question, lib era tio n  theologians
concluded i t  was necessary to make a radical change in trad itio n a l
2
theological methodology.
is i t s e l f  the sacrament o f God's presence, Word and action— 
emphasizes the intim ate re lationship  between salvation history and 
the lib e ra tio n  process. "To p artic ipate  in  the process of lib era tio n  
is  already, in a certain  sense, a s a lv if ic  work" ( ib id . ,  pp. 72; 
149-187).
Hhe terra lib e ra tio n , sometimes functioning somewhat as 
humanization does w itm n Marxism, s ig n ifies  the re-creation  and to ta l 
f u l f i 11men!"of man, as does the b ib lic a l term salvation . Liberation, 
however, is  untainted by the other-worldly connotations of the tenn 
salvation , and c a lls  attention to the current process by which people 
are extricated  from th e ir  present s ituation  of domination and 
dependence.
^The question of theological method, considered the watershed 
of contemporary theologies (see "Statement by B eatriz Melano Couch," 
Theology 1n the Americas, p. 304), has received considerable 
atten tion  ih recent times. See, fo r example, Sernard Lonergan, Method 
in Theology (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), and David iracy, 
messed xage fo r Order: The New Pluralism in Theology (New York: 
Seabury 'Press, I5T75)” since liberation  theology presents not so much 
a new content as a "new way of doing theology," methodology is a 
subject of paramount Importance fo r I ts  form ulation. Juan Luis 
Segundo even affirm s that the "only thing th a t can maintain the 
l ib e ra tin g  character of any theology is  not i ts  content but its  
methodology" (The Liberation of Theology, p. 40). The relevance of 
the problem is  revealed hot ohly by" the fac t th a t methodology was 
chosen as the central theme o f the 1975 meeting in  Mexico City^ (the 
proceedings of the conference are gathered in Liberation y 
cautive rio : Oebates en torno al metodo de la  teologia en America 
Latina LMexico C ity: Lomit6 urganizador, 13/sJ; out a iso by _tne 
number o f w ritten  works dealing with the subject (see Raul Vidales, 
Cuestiones en torno al metodo en la  Teologia de la  Liberacion (Lima: 
MltC-'JLCl', 1974). To the names or Gutierrez, Assmann, ana segundo, 
considered the three most representative lib e ra tio n  theologians on 
the question of method (Jesus Vergara Aceves Teologia desde el 
contexto de la  liberacion [Zaragosa, Mexico: tstudios sociaies,
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Western theology, tra d it io n a lly  carried  out from the
perspective o f philosophical idealism ,' has been notorious fo r its
abstractness. Generally s ta rtin g  with philosophical and metaphysical
categories and prim arily  interested in in terp retin g  a given set of
re lig io u s  r e a l i t ie s ,  i t  has become a sort of fuga mundi, almost
without any reference to concrete s ituations. In more recent times,
concerned with man's loss of fa ith  in a s c ie n tif ic  world, the f i r s t
question of contemporary theology has been how to ta lk  about God in a
'world come of age'. In Latin  America, however--in a s itu a tio n  marked
by the overwhelming presence of the poor--since the driving motive in
2
doing theology is  not r a t io n a l i ty , but transform ation, and the 
in te rlo cu to r or "h is to rica l subject" of lib e ra tio n  theology is  not
1979], p. 20), the name of the Basque Jesuit Jon Sobrino must be 
added, fo r the lu c id ity  and cogence in which he tre a ts  the subject.
A^s Kirk remarks, in practice i t  means th a t in discovering 
the meaning of obedience to  God's reve la tio n , th eo re tica l thought is  
always given precedence over concrete involvement in the real world 
(Theology Encounters Revolution, p. 116).
O
‘’Sobrino speaks of two moments in the Enlightenment and 
C hristian  theology's reaction to  i t .  The f i r s t  challenge is  symbol­
ized by Kant's c a ll fo r  the freeing of human reason from a ll 
authoritarianism . In th is  case, the basic in te res t is  on ra t io n a lity . 
According to  Sobrino, th is  has been the force moving Europeans to do 
theology. On the other hand, the second moment or challenge is  
symbolized by Marx's understanding of lib e ra tio n  as the 
transformation of the world, and the freeing o f r e a l i ty  from 
suffering . TTfis is  the challenge which lib e ra tio n  theology must deal 
w ith , not from some a p r io r i academic choice, but because of the de 
tdcto s ituation  of Latin  America. "El conocimiento teologico en Ta 
teo lo g ia  europea y latinoam ericana," in Liberacion y c a u tiv e rio , pp.
177-207; see also Sobrino, Resurreccion de la verdadera Tg les ia  
(Stander: E d ito ria l Sal Terrae^ 1981), pp. 21-53. For a detailed  
consideration o f Sobrino's r.iethodclogy, see A lfred T. Hennelly, 
“Theological Method: The Southern Exposure," ThSt 38 (1977):709-735.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
132
the unbeliever, but the p o o r , w h o  are perceived as the non-person—
the conviction emerged that theology must have a specific  function.
I t  could not be a merely scholarly preoccupation with v.he past, mere
re p e titio n  of ancient dogmas or even mere c r it ic a l  h is to rica l
exegesis of Scripture. To be re levan t--s ince  the poor are not asking
theore tica l question about in v is ib le  re a l i t ie s  and are immediately
more interested in  l i f e  a fte r  b ir th  than in l i f e  a fte r  death=-
theology could no longer s ta rt w ith classical t ra d it io n a lis t  
2
metaphysics, but from the s itu a tio n  of poverty and oppression in 
which the m ajority of Latin  Americans sub-exist. This, according to
3
Mfguez Bonino, is  "the only possible point of departure."
See above, p. 113. In his Teologia del Reverso de la  
H isto ria  (Lima: Centro de Estudios y Publicaclones, Iy / / j — an English 
tran s la tio n  of th is  work is  provided in  The Power of the Poor, pp. 
169-221, under the t i t l e  "Theology from the underside ot m s to ry " --  
GutiSrrez attemps to  underline the differences between the method of 
the progressive wing of Western theology and that of lib e ra tio n  
theology. F irs t  he devotes his a tten tion  to the h is to ric a l subject 
of the two approaches. Contemporary theology, he observes, nas neen 
a rticu la ted  w ithin “the modern s p ir i t ,"  which is  seen to be marked by 
bourgeois individualism  and ra tionalism , so that its  h is to rica l 
subject is  “the new dominant c lass, the bourgeois class, largely  
a th e is tic  or skeptical" (p. 178). On the other hand, G utierrez
attempts to delineate the p a rtic u la r  characteris tics  th a t surface 
when theology speaks from the opposite perspective, i . e . ,  from "a 
world of oppression," and has the poor, "the sectors of society that 
have been explo ited, the races th a t have been despised, the cultures  
th a t have been marginalized" ( ib id . ,  p. 193) as i ts  subject.
2
Hans Kiing, otherwise c r it ic a l  o f lib e ra tio n  theology, agrees 
tha t under the specific  Latin American circunstances, "theology w ill  
be understood as something more than an abstract theology." In Latin  
America, he goes on, theological re fle c tio n  must be "a theology . . . 
which is  e th ic a lly  oriented and wholly concentrated on p ractice: to 
be more exact, on lib e ra tio n  prax is ." On Being a C hristian  (Garden 
C ity , N. Y.: Doubleday & Company, 1976), p. b64.
^Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 72. For Assmann "the
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The f i r s t  step of the theological task, therefore , was no 
longer to  go to the Bible or to the dogmatic tra d it io n , and only then 
try  to apply a thereby acquired theory to a concrete s itu atio n , as i t  
was tra d it io n a lly  conceived w ithin a word-action scheme. In th is  
approach, since the step from theory to practice is often never 
taken, a severe dichotomy between theory and practice is created and 
theology becomes simply a word-word scheme. Liberation theology, 
following the modern understanding of the re la tio n  between theory and 
praxis, took a decise step to replace th is  model by an action-wora 
relationship .^
Traditional theological understanding, which presupposes the 
existence of an absolute, pre-existing truth  independent of its  
h is to rica l effectiveness, came to be rejected . For lib era tio n  theolo-
greatest m erit of the theology of lib era tio n  probably lie s  in its  
Insistence on the h is to rica l s tarting  point of its  re flec tio n : the 
dominated s ituation  of Latin America" (Opresfon-Liberacion, p. 24). 
Assmann argues th a t the "contextual s ta rtin g  point fo r a 'theology of 
lib e ra tio n ' is  the h is to rica l s ituation of dependence and domination 
in which the peoples of the Third World find  themselves" (p. 50). 
"The ' t e x t ' , "  he goes on, "1s our s itu a tio n . I t  is  the f i r s t  
theological reference point" ( ib id . , pi 141, emphasis supplled). 
Objecting to th is  emphasis, Orlando Costas warns that i f  the 
insistence on the necessity of taking seriously the concrete 
h is to rica l s ituation  as a primary frame of reference "is the greatest 
m erit o f lib era tio n  theology i t  is  also i ts  greatest danger." The 
Church and its  Mission, p. 251. Costas proceeds to stress what he 
perceives as "the dangerous consequences of a s ituational hermeneu­
tic s"  ( ib id . ,  pp. 251-253); c f. B. Kloppenburg, Temptations fo r the 
Liberation Theology (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, I97A), p. 11.
^See Assmann, Opression-Liberacion, p. 42. For a pertinent 
discussion on th is  top ic , see Miroslav V o lt, "Doing and In terpreting: 
an Examination of the Relationship between Theory and Practice in 
Latin Ameican Liberation Theology," pp. 11-19; also K irk, Theology 
Encounters Revolution, pp. 117-118.
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gians, drawing here mainly from Marx, the basic epistemological 
assumption is  th a t tru th  lie s  not in the realm o f ideas but on the 
h is to ric a l plane of action. "Action i t s e l f  is  t r u t h . To know the 
tru th - - i t  is  fu rth e r contended on the bases o f the theme of "doing 
the tru th" found in the discourses of the Johannine C h r is t-- is  to do
the tru th . From the perception th a t tru th  is known not in
2
abstractness but in praxis, in the midst o f involvement in  h is to ry , 
follows the a ffirm atio n  of the p r io r ity  o f right-do ing (orthopraxis) 
over r ig h t-th in k in g  (orthodoxy).
As a re su lt of the reversal of the tra d itio n a l re la tionsh ip
Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 72. Rejecting the 
tra d it io n a l way of knowing which considers tru th  only as the 
conformity o f the mind to a given contained p rep o sitio n a lly  in 
Scripture and tra d it io n , G utierrez remarks, "There is  another way of 
knowing tru th — a d ia le c tic a l one. In th is  case the world is  not a 
s ta tic  object which the human mind confronts and attempts to  under­
stand; rather the world is  an unfinished pro ject which is  being 
b u il t .  Knowledge is  not the conformity o f the mind to  a given, but an 
immersion in th is  process of trarsform ation and construction of a new 
world." "Where Hunger is , God is  not," The Witness (A p ril, 1977):5.
Sobrino, "El conocimiento teo log ico ," p. 193; Miguez Bonino, 
Doing Theolocjy, pp. 89-90. The idea of knowledge and knowing, lib e ra -  
t io n  theologians point out, has active and p a rtic ip a to ry  content (see 
Miguez Bonino's discussion of "Hermeneutics, Truth and Praxis," in  
Doing Theology, pp. 88 -95 ). This notion is  c le a r ly  evident in  Assmann 
(Opresion-Liberacion, p. 8 7 ), and G utierrez (Praxis de Liberacion y 
he c ris tia n a  Li-ima: Centro de Documentacion M lE I: JECI, I973J, pT 
JET. Sobrino remarks th a t Latin  American theology "has tr ie d  to 
recover the meaning of the profound b ib lic a l experience o f what i t  
means to  know th eo lo g ica lly : to know the tru th  is  to do tru th , to
know Jesus is  to fo llow  Jesus; to know sin is  to dispose o f s in , to  
know suffering  is  to  free  the world of su ffe rin g , to  know God is  to  
go to  God in ju s tic e "  ("El conocimiento teo log ico ," p. 207).
G utierrez, A Theology p. 10.
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between theory and practice , a "Copernican change in theology ' ' 1 took 
place and continuity  between th is  form of theology—defined as "a 
re fle c tio n  on Christian praxis in  the lig h t of the Word" — and the 
"academic" or "c lassical" theology became hardly possible. With his 
usual aggressivity Assmann a ffirm s, “The road is cut o f f  to any kind 
of re fle c tio n  which represents taking refuge in a verbal world 
dressed up in ontological density, which re fle c ts  man's incapacity to
3
deal with the true problems."
Affirm ing the primacy o f action over thought, and ins is ting
4
th a t Christians can think th e ir  fa ith  only as they practice  i t ,  
lib e ra tio n  theology consistently  maintains that "active commitment to
Miguez Bonino, Revolutionary Theology Comes of Age (London: 
SPCK, 1975), p. 81.
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 13.
"^Assmann, Desafio, p. 87.
4 In contrast to tra d itio n a l in te lle c tu a lis t  and fid u c ia l 
approaches to fa i th —the former (common among Roman C a th o lies ), 
regarding fa ith  as a kind o f knowing whose goal is  " illu m in a tio n ,"  
and the la t te r  (prevalent in Protestant t ra d it io n ) ,  stressing the 
element o f personal tru s t (see Avery Dulles, Survival of Dogma 
[Garden C ity , N. Y.: Doubleday Image, 1973], chapter I ,  Mhe changing 
Forms o f F a ith ,"  pp. 15-30), lib e ra tio n  theology c a lls  fo r a th ird  
form of fa i th  assent which Dulles describes as "performative" ("The 
Meaning of Faith Considered in Relationship to Justice ," in The Faith  
That Does Justice, John C. Haughey ed. (New York: Paul i f f  Press, 
19/7 ), p. 13. This view in s is ts  th a t fa ith  is  not a gnosis, but a 
way, a p a rticu la r way of acting (Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 
89T. F a ith , from the perspective of lib e ra tio n  theologians, is  a com- 
mitment to  revolutionary praxis in  a h is to rica l s itu atio n  that 
concretely mediates fo r  them the word of God. G utierrez observes that 
in  the Latin American context, " fa ith  has as i ts  s ta rtin g  point a 
commitment to create a ju s t and human society . . . Faith  thus 
appears to  us ever more as a lib e ra tin g  praxis." "The Hope of 
L ib era tio n ,"  in Mission Trends No. 3, eds. Gerald H. Anderson and 
Thomas F. Stransky (New York: Paul 1st Press, 1976), pp. 65-66.
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lib e ra tio n  comes f i r s t  and theology develops from i t ." ^  Within th is
"new way of doing theology," praxis becomes the matrix that
generates theological a c t iv ity . Gutierrez holds th a t theology is
re fle c tio n  on praxis. Theology is a second step, i t  "follows" or
"comes la te r ."  In the off-quoted phrase of Hegel, G utierrez in s is ts ,
3
" i t  rises at sundown."
The View from Below 
Despite the decisive significance of lib e ra tio n  methodologi-
G utierrez, "Two Theological Perspectives," p. 247. "This 
theology," G utierrez remarks, echoing Marx's eleventh thesis against 
Feuerbach ("Theses on Feuerback," in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 
On Religion [New York: Schochen, 1964J, p. 72), "does not sfop wTEW 
re fle c tin g  on the world, but rather tr ie s  to  be a part of the process 
through which i t  is transformed" (A Theology of L ib eratio n , p. 15).
2
Praxis, i t  should be noted, is  a technical term in Marxism, 
which embraces those a c t iv it ie s  capable of transforming r e a li ty  and 
society (fo r a helpful introduction to th is  topic see Charles Davis, 
"Theology and Praxis," CrossCur 29 C1973]:154-168). More s p e c ific a l­
ly , praxis is  the action th a t tends to  overcome the a lienation  by 
which man has become separated from the f r u its  of his labor; 
therefore i t  has revolutionary content directed to changing the 
Rejecting as "defective" and "alienating" any theory which in terp rets  
but does not change r e a l i ty ,  Marx elaborated what he called " c r it ic a l  
theory." In his th ink ing , c r it ic a l  theory is  d ia le c t ic a lly  united to  
revolutionary praxis, i . e .  the praxis is  informed by the theory, and 
the theory is  shaped by the praxis. Applying these princip les to
fa i th ,  lib e ra tio n  theologians have concluded that the word of God is  
distorted  and a lienating  whenever i t  is  accepted without commitment 
to the praxis oriented toward lib e ra tio n . See Carol S. Robb, 
In tegration  o f Marxist Constructs into  the Theology of Liberation
from Latin America tPh.D. d isserta tion : Boston U n iversity , 1978), pp. 
7 5 -llb ; F. C a s tillo , El problema de la  praxis en la  teo log ia  de la  
liberacion (Munster: Kaiser VerIag, 1976); G utierrez, Praxis 3e
Liberacion Jorge V. Pixley and Jean P. Bastian, ed. Praxis'
c r is tia n a  y produccion theologica (Salamanca: Ediciones Siguime,
1979); Steven G. Macken, "Praxis as the Context fo r  In te rp re ta tio n ."  
JThAfrica 24 [1 9 7 8 ]:3 2 -3 3 )..
3
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 11. The perception th a t theology
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cal reversal, making praxis the center of g rav ity  around which 
theological work ro ta tes , lib e ra tio n  theologians perceive that " i t  is 
not enough to say th a t praxis is  the f i r s t  act."^ A ctually the real 
hermeneutical-methodological novum of lib e ra tio n  theology does not
come from the emphasis that theology must arise from praxis, fo r i t
2
is  not alone in i ts  praxio logical approach to theology. Rather, i t
emerges in re la tio n  to the h is to rica l subject o f th is  praxis.
G utierrez observes:
Liberation theology's second central in tu itio n  is  that God is  
a lib e ra tin g  God, revealed only in the concrete h is to rica l 
context of lib e ra tio n  of the poor and oppressed. This second 
point is  inseparable from the f i r s t  . . . I t  is  not enough to  
know that praxis must precede re fle c tio n ; we must also 
re a lize  that the h is to rica l subject of th a t praxis is  the 
poor--the people vtfio have been excluded from the pages ot 
history.
is  always an aftermath of praxis f i r s t  emerged as early  as 1964 in a 
paper presented by Gutierrez in one of the pioneer meetings of the 
movement, in Petropolis, B razil (see La pastoral de la  Ig les ia  en 
America Latina: Analysis teologico [Montevideo: MIEC-JECI, 1968J,
chap. IT! "From the beginning, he stresses in more recent times, 
"the theology of lib e ra tio n  posited th a t the f i r s t  act is  involvement 
in  the lib e ra tio n  process, and th a t theology comes afterwards, as a 
second act" (The Power of the Poor, p. 200; also G utierrez, "Lo 
important es la liberacion no la teo lo g ia ,"  Processo 118 [1 9 79 ]:9 ).
^Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 202.
2
See McAfee Brown, Gustavo G utierrez, pp. 34-35. Matthew L. 
Lamb, in his a r t ic le  "The Theory-Praxis Relationship in Contemporary 
C hristian  Theologies," discusses contemporary Europeans and North 
American theologians advocating the precedence o f praxis over theory; 
see The Catholic Theological Society o f America. Proceedings of the 
T h ir ty -F irs t  Annual Convention, ppT 157-178). Liberation theolo­
gians, however, c r i t ic iz e  these theologians because, in sp ite  of 
th e ir  praxis-oriented stance, they want to remain at some neutral or 
interm ediate level in which there  is  no need to  opt fo r a specific  
praxis (Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 95).
3
G utierrez, "The Theological Perspectives," p. 245, emphasis
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At th is  juncture, the poor are introduced in to  the theologi­
cal arena as an in tegral part of lib e ra tio n  methodology, not merely 
as the priv ileged starting  point of the theological task,^ but as the 
hermeneutical key "to an understanding of the meaning of lib era tio n  
and of the meaning of the revelation  of a lib e ra tin g  God." I t  is  
not surprising therefore that fo r G utierrez, "without the poor as 
subject, theology degenerates in to  academic exercise," or that 
"without him [the poor]," as Dussel puts i t ,  " fa ith  becomes ideology,
4
mere doctrine, obscurity."
supplied. The praxis of lib e ra tio n  theology "is  not any old praxis, 
but rather the praxis of the poor" (Brown,Gustavo G utierrez , p. 34).
^"In fa c t,"  G utierrez contends, " i t  [the poor] is  the 
methodological point of departure fo r a ll  our e ffo rts  of theological 
re fle c tio n  . . . Our in terface  with other contemporary theology is  
always f i l te r e d  through th is  point of departure as a p rinc ip le  of 
discernment" (The Power of the Poor, p. 219, n. 67 ). The locus of 
lib e ra tio n  theology, says G utierrez elsewhere, is  the poor seeking to  
be agents of th e ir  own history ("Two Theological Perspectives," p. 
242; The Power of the Poor, p. 194). Theology must be a re flec tio n  from 
w ithin and upon praxis, but th is  must be the praxis of lib e ra tio n  of 
the oppressed. "To divorce theological method from th is  perspective,"  
Gutierrez underlines, "would lose the nub of the question and f a l l  
back in to  the academic" ( ib id . ,  pp. 200- 201) .
^ Ib id ., p. 200.
3
G utierrez, "South American L iberation Theology," p. 116. I t  
is  G utierrez' conviction that i f  the poor, th e ir  v is ion , and hope are 
not present, " lib e ra tio n  w ill  be assim ilated and co-opted by the 
system; i t  w ill  be converted in to  ju s t a new toy of theologians." 
"Statement by Gustavo G utierrez," in Theology in the Americas, p. 
311. ---------------------------------------------
4
Enrique Dussel, "Domination-Liberation: A New Approach," 
The Mystical and P o lit ic a l Qimension of the C hristian Faith (New 
York: Herder and Herder, 19 /4), p. b l, n. Zb.
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Informed p a rtic u la r ly  by the conclusions o f the sociology of 
knowledge.^ lib e ra tio n  theology affirm s the in ev itab le  socio-economic 
constraints on a ll  knowledge and human re fle c tio n , including theolo­
gy and exegesis. "Knowledge," Sobrino points out, . . always
contains . . . im p lic it ly  or e x p lic it ly  a p rax is -re la ted  and e th ica l 
?
character." On th a t basis, lib e ra tio n  theology poses a serious 
c rit ic is m  to the claim  of "o b je c tiv ity "  and ideological n e u tra lity  of 
the tra d itio n a l theological en terprise .^  This in s ig h t, fu rth e r  
re fin ed , leads to  the conclusion th a t a l l  theological re fle c tio n  
f a l ls  on one side or the other of the oppressor-oppressed axis .^
Vhe basic ins igh t o f the sociology of knowledge is  that 
there is  no such th ing as "autonomous knowledge." As Reinhold 
Nieburhr says, "All knowledge is  ta in ted  with an 'id e o lo g ic a l' ta in t"  
(The Nature and Destiny of Man [New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
l9 6 4 j, l: l9 4 )~  in  other words, there is  no knowledge which would not 
be closely tie d  w ith a given l i f e  s itu a tio n . For a general discussion 
o f the subject, see James E. Curtis and W. Petras, ed. The 
Sociology of Knowledge: A Reader (New York: Praeger, 1970); aTso 
Robin G il l ,  Theology and social Structures (Oxford: Mowbrays, 1977), 
especia lly  chaps. 1 ana z.
%obrino, "Theologisches Erkennen in  der europSischen und
1 atciriainerikanischen Theologie," in  Karl Rahner e t a l . ,  Befreiende 
Theologie (S tu ttg a rt: Kolharaner, 1977), p. 124, c ited  by V o lt, uomg 
and In te rp re tin g ," p. 15; c f .  Bonino, Doing Theology, pp. 90, 91.
Hee  Stephen Knapp "A Prelim inary Dialogue w ith  G utierrez ' 'A 
Theology of L ib e ra tio n ," ' in  L ib era tio n ,"  in Evangelicals and 
L iberation , p. 16. L iberation  theology's fundamental premise thus is  
th a t no one reads the B ible in an Ideological vacuum. Theology, then, 
is  always a prisoner o f i ts  context and Western theologians, who are 
fo r  the most part led by the ideal of o b je c t iv ity , have generally  
remained unaware of the ways in  which th e ir  l i f e  and practice  
determine th e ir  d is c ip lin e . For expanded discussion o f these issues 
see Knapp's "Miguez, G utierrez: P ivotal Works," Sojourners (September
1976): 34-37. ------------------
l ib e r a t io n  theologians contend th a t theological re fle c tio n  
aris ing  out o f the a fflu e n t centers ( i . e . ,  Europe and the United
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Therefore, lim ited  and conditioned by its  h is to rica l context of 
affluence, i t  is  argued, Western or North A tlan tic  theology, whether 
consciously or not, has functioned as an ideological instrument of 
the p o lit ic a l ru ling  classes, to preserve the established order, or 
to sanctify  e ith e r reactionary or reform ist p o lit ic a l options.^
In G uti§rrez' words, h is to ry , thus fa r ,  has been interpreted  
"from the standpoint of the 'w inners,' or ru le rs , or upper classes. 
Theology i t s e l f  has been "w ritten  by white, Western bourgeois
S ta tes ), a lleged ly  merely In te rp re ta tiv e , has served as an ideologi­
cal tool of the status quo to leg itim ize  situations of oppression 
(see G utierrez, " IneoIogy from the Underside of H istory ," pp.
178-185; A Theology, 249; Assmann, "Statement by Hugo Assmann," in  
Theology in the Americas, pp. 299, 300; Ju lio  de Santana, Towards a 
Churcn or tne poor p. u ; .  The point in  question is  not th a t western 
theologians d e lib e ra te ly  have set out to in te rp re t the Bible in  an 
oppressive way, but th a t through a subtle and unconscious process, 
the values, goals, and in te res ts  o f the context out o f which theolo­
g ical re fle c tio n  arises are read in to  Scripture. Justo and Catherine 
Gonz&lez, Liberation Preaching (N ashville: Abingdon, 1980), p. 13.
*Segundo argues th a t "every theology is  p o l i t ic a l ,  even one 
that does not speak or th ink in  p o lit ic a l terms," The Liberation of 
Theology, p. 74. The d ifference between lib e ra tio n  theology and 
' acadennc' theology, Segundo goes on to suggest, is  tha t while the 
la t te r  denies i ts  re la tionsh ip  with p o lit ic s , the former “consciously 
and e x p lic it ly "  accepts i t  ( Ib id . ) .  This advocacy instance, however, 
is  strongly objected to by Schubert Ogden, who argues th a t lib e ra tio n  
theologies (whether Latin  American, black, or fem in ist) " ty p ic a lly  
are not so much theology but witness" because "they tend ra ther to be 
the ra tio n a liz a tio n  or positions already taken than the process or 
product of c r i t ic a l  re fle c tio n  on these positions." U ltim ate ly  then, 
fo r  Ogden, current lib e ra tio n  theologies are enslaved to “subtler 
forms o f bondage," and are in  danger of becoming ideologies in the 
Marxist sense." Faith  and Freedom: Toward a Theology of Liberation  
(N ashville: Abingdon, 19 /9 ), pp. 33, l i b) .  For a reaction to  ugdens 
remarks see James H. Cone, "A C r it ic a l Response to Schubert Ogden's 
Faith  and Freedom: Toward a Theology of L iberation ," PerkinsJ 33 
(1979):51-55.
2
G uti§rrez, “South American Liberation Theology," p. 117.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
141
h a n d s .L ib e r a t io n  theology sees as i t s  primary task to re in te rp re t 
history and theology to redo, i . e . ,  from the opposite viewpoint, from
O
the perspective o f the poor. “Our f i r s t  job today," Gutierrez  
w rites "is  to reread h istory in  terms of the poor, the hum iliated, 
and the rejected o f society . " 3 Elsewhere he w rites , “We want to do 
theology from the 'o ther' [the  poor], from a point outside of 
ourselves." Quoting a compelling tex t of Bonhoeffer, he summarizes 
the decision of lib e ra tio n  theology to work from the viewpoint of the 
poor:
We have learned to see the great events o f the h istory of the 
world from beneath—from the viewpoint of the useless, the 
suspect, the abused, the powerless, the oppressed, the de­
spised. In a word, from the viewpoint o f the su ffering .
Theological re fle c tio n  from the perspective of the poor,
Leonardo Boff, Teologia do c a tiv e iro  e da libertagao  
(Lisbon: Multinova, 1976)1 p. 6b; also G utierrez, "South American 
Liberation Theology," p. 117. This charge implies that theology and 
church tra d it io n a lly  have been c lass-oriented , defending the 
in te res ts  of some segments of society (the “haves") to the 
disadvantage of others (the "have-nots"). "Until now," Gutierrez  
emphasizes, "C h ris tian ity  has been linked with a cu ltu re , a race, and 
a certa in  way of production, and there fo re , in great measure with a 
p a rtic u la r  class" ("Statement by Gustavo Gutierrez" in Theology in 
the Americas, p. 311). In th is  point lib e ra tio n  theologians follow  
Marxist theory about re lig io n .
2
What takes place in  th is  process, as suggested by lib era tio n  
theologians, is  an act of deideologization o f theology and b ib lic a l 
exegesis, which must be followed by reideologization  o f them, from 
the perspective o f the poor
3
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 310, emphasis supplied.
^ Ib id .,  p. 311.
^Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 203; c f .  D. Bonhoeffer, 
Letters and Papers trom Prison, ~p~I TT.
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however, does not occur in  a vacuum. Convinced th a t there is  a basic
blockage of the word c f God—now being held in  an in-system c a p tiv ity
as a resu lt o f many fa ls ify in g  mediations in  the past, p a rtic u la rly
the intrasystem atic inclusion of b ib lic a l in te rp re ta tio n  w ithin the
c a p ita lis t  system— 1iberation  theologians contend th a t God's summons
is  not d ire c tly  accessible. The word of God is  mediated today through
the cry of the poor. 1 For lib e ra tio n  theologians God is  not known in
the midst of ontological re fle c tio n  but in  the midst o f the poor and
2
th e ir  lib e ra tin g  prax is . I f  fo r Niebuhr revelation  is  un in te l­
l ig ib le  from the spectators' viewpoint, 3 G utierrez goes one step 
fu r th e r , in s is tin g  th a t only someone adopting the poverty
perspective, i . e . ,  the perspective of the poor engaged in the strug-
4 5gle fo r  lib e ra tio n , can hear God's Word. Thus, i t  becomes clear
See G utierrez, "Faith and Freedom," Horiz 2 (1979):32, 38; 
c f. Assmann, "Statement" p. 299; Mary M ine lla , "Praxis and the 
Question of Revelation," I l l i f R  9 (1979);17-29; The ex-Jesuit Jose
P o rfir io  Miranda affirm s . . [God] is  knowable exclusively in  the
cry of the poor and the weak who seek ju s tic e ."  Marx and tne Bible
(M arykncll, N. Y .: Orbis Books, 1974), p. 48.
2
See Miranda, Marx and the B ib le , p. 48.
3
Cf. W illiam  C. Sphon, What Are They Saying about Scripture  
and Ethics? (New York: P au lis t Kress, isu<u, p. bt>.
4
Liberation theologians claim that i t  is  the Christian  
perspective (G uti§ rrez, A Theology, pp. 287-308; Seguido, The Liberation  
of Theology, pp. 83-87. Cf. Gudorr, pp. 60-61).
3For GutiSrrez, the p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the process o f l ib e r ­
ation "w ill be heard nuances of the Word o f God which are 
imperceptible in other e x is te n tia l s ituations and without which there 
can be no authentic and f r u i t f u l  fa ith fu lness to the Lord" (A 
Theology, p. 49 ).
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th a t  th eo lo g y , as proposed by th e  L a t in  American 1 ib e r a t io n is ts ,  is  
dependent not on ly upon th e o lo g ic a l commitment to  th e  poor but upon 
a p o l i t ic a l  commitment to  t h e i r  s tru g g le .
The lib e ra tiv e  praxis,^ understood almost as the exclusive 
locale of God's reve lation , becomes the place of a new experience of 
the fa i th ,  a new s p ir itu a li ty ,  a new proclamation of the gospel, and 
the privileged locus of theological re fle c tio n . I t  is in the context 
of the subversive ( i . e . ,  from below) praxis of the poor—which 
according to Gutierrez must bring about a social appropriation of the
3
gospel —that theological re fle c tio n  must take place, giving  
expression to a re-reading of the b ib lic a l message in terms of the
4
oppressed. In the words of Dussel:
As indicated e a r l ie r ,  praxis (a term hardly used univu-j-’. 
by lib era tio n  theologians) generally refers to practica l p o lit ic a l  
commitment to the struggle fo r the libera tion  of the poor. I t  is ,  
however, wore than merely involvement in  a s ituation  or “practice ."  
I t  is a particu la r kind o f involvement ( i . e . ,  class struggle), 
informed by a p a rticu la r kind of analysis ( i . e . ,  M arx is t), w ithin the 
h is to rica l s itu a tio n . Theology as 'c r i t ic a l  re flec tio n  on praxis in 
the lig h t of fa ith * points to an ongoing in terp lay  o f re fle c tio n  and 
action. "This re flec tio n  is  used to guide continuing praxis irr a new 
channel. Further re flec tio n  on th is  altered praxis results  in a new 
theology, which then continues to correct and guide praxis" (Gudorf, 
Catholic Social Teachings, p. 6 ) .
2"Statement by G utierrez," p. 311.
3Ib id .
4
Liberation theology does not only ask “What is  theology?" 
but “Who does it? "  Who can "speak" theologically? Whose voice has a 
rig h t to oe neara? There is  no question that fo r  lib e ra tio n  theolo­
gians 1t  is  the voice o f those who have had "no voice," the poor, the 
despised, the humiliated, since they have a more acute perception of 
re a li ty  and are closer to God (see Michael L. Cook, "Jesus from the 
Other Side of History: Christology in  Latin America," ThSt 44 [1983]:
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A fter the great theology of C h ris tian ity  from the fourth to 
the f ifte e n th  century and modern European theology from the 
sixteenth to the twentieth century, the theology of l ib e r ­
a t io n  of the periphery and of the oppressed is in fac t the
whole of tra d itio n a l theology set in to  redemptive motion from
the point of view of the poor.
In summary, while tra d itio n a l Western theology, mainly done 
under the contextual influence of bourgeois AuflclStrung and philos­
ophical idealism , seeks to overcome the dualism between re lig io n  and 
society w ithin the world o f thought, Latin American theology seeks to  
overcome that dualism through the re a lity  of human history. Thus, 
while the former has i ts  issues from the theoretica l and cognitive  
le v e l, the la t te r  takes i ts  point of departure from the h is to rica l 
and p o lit ic a l concreteness of the poor and oppressed. This epistemol-
ogical s h if t ,  as we saw, breaks a new ground fo r the function of
theological re fle c tio n . Furthermore, the im plications of a theology 
whose purpose is  not to in te rp re t re a lity  but to be at the service of 
the process by which re a lity  is  transformed evidently are c r it ic a l  
fo r  ecclesiology and missiology. As we w ill  discuss in the following  
section, not only theology but the Church also is  challenged to 
rethink i t s e l f ,  i ts  mission and pastoral action "from below," from 
the perspective of the poor and th e ir  struggles.
The Church and the Poor 
According to G utiSrrez, a ch arac te ris tic  feature of Latin
259-260). Liberation theology, as GutiSrrez says, is done "prim arily  
by h is to ry 's  nameless ones. Hence i t  makes l i t t l e  d ifference whose 
name appears on a rtic le s  and books" (The Power of the Poor, p. 204).
^Dussel, "Domination and L iberation ," pp. 53, 54.
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America in recent years is  the "real and exacting discovery of the 
world of the o ther: the poor man, the exploited class, and despised 
cultures."^ This discovery, marked by a new understanding of the 
harsh re a lit ie s  of the continent, led those committed to the process
of lib era tio n  to a c lear perception of the inadequacies of the
2Church's structures fo r the world in  which i t  l iv e s , and the need 
fo r  innovative ecclesial presence, beyond a ll ecclesiocentrism and 
in s titu tio n a l r ig id ity ,  oriented by new experiences and new modes of 
evangelization.^
i
F a ith fu l to i ts  theological methodology, from w ithin its
^Gutifirrez, “Liberation and the Christian F a ith ,"  LumVit 29 
(1974):375.
^G ijti4rrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 30* Not too long ago
the Latin American Roman catholic  Church was described as “an 
outdated European importation, a re lic  of a bygone age." Ronan 
Hoffmann, "Social Change in  Latin America: The Mission of the
Church," CIF Reports 6 (1967):66; see also George Lane "Social 
Revolution m  the New Latin America: A Catholic Appraisal," HAHist 47 
(1967):248. 8erryman observes that in i t ia l ly  a fte r  Vatican I i ,  Latin 
American simply received the co n c ilia r ecclesiological themes, but 
soon dawned the re a liza tio n  th a t in  theology and pastoral re flec tio n  
the countries of the "periphery" were imported from the (European) 
"center" ju s t as in  a ll  other spheres of cu ltu re . There appeared an 
anti-European reaction and a search fo r a more indigenous ecclesio- 
logy ("Latin  American Liberation Theology," ThSt p. 377).
^Gutifirrez, “Faith  as Freedom: S o lid a rity  with the Alienated 
and Confidence in  the Future," Horizons 2 (1976):52-60.
*The f i r s t  chapter of th is  study attempts to underline that 
tra d itio n a l Catholic ecclesiology became a major cause in determining 
the Church's a llian ce  with the rich  segments of society. In other 
words, theological re fle c tio n  determined the church's practice . In 
the case of lib e ra tio n  theology, however, we have an inverted  
s itu a tio n . Since theology is  the "second act,"  ecclesiology flows 
from pastoral praxis (see GutlSrrez, A Theology, p. 11). I t  is 
active s o lid a rity  with the oppressed that determines the ecclesio­
logical model. These two approaches, grounded in fundamentally
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active commitment to praxis , 1 lib era tio n  theology has attempted to 
redefine the understanding of the Church, to overcome the trad itio n a l 
ecclesiocentric and conservative vision of the Church's presence in 
the continent. Focusing on the key ro le  i t  must carry in its  
p artic ip a tio n  in  the struggle fo r libera tion  and ju s tic e , the
theologians of lib era tio n  demand a complete "uncentering of the
2 j . , . ,
wiiuTCh umu O u t l in e  u rO vi'C O i cCC 1 03 » 0 1 otjjf I i"i StoTiv C U ii i r d H  to  tf16
one which has been operative fo r centuries in Latin America.
A New Ecclesiological Perspective 
To give theological in terpretation  to the engagement of the
Church in behalf of the poor and th e ir  cause, lib era tio n  theology 
seeks f i r s t  to bridge the huge gap between the “normar1 l i f e  of fa ith
opposing epistemological presuppositions, consequently exh ib it ir re c -  
o n c iliab le  differences concerning the understanding of the nature and 
mission of the C hristian community. I t  seems that recent attempts at 
constructing ecclesiological models have not paid adequate attention  
to  the basic question of epistemology (see, fo r example McBrien, The 
Remaking of the Church, and Dulles, Models of the Church). A more 
viable approach is  suggested by Barnen a . wiison, "Ecclesiological 
Models: An Epistemological Examination," Encount 40 (1979):327-339; 
also Paul G. H iebert, "The Missiologicai implications of an 
Epistemological S h ift ,"  TSFBul 8 (May-June 1985):12-18.
V o r  lib era tio n  theologians, the Church's pastoral action is 
not arrived a t as a conclusion from theological premises. Theology 
does not lead to pastoral a c t iv ity , but is ,  ra ther, a re flec tio n  on 
1t. See Gutlfirrez, "Notes fo r  a Theology of L iberation ," ThSt 31 
(1971): 144-145. For th is  reason, Gutierrez insists  tha t i f  the 
Church wishes to deal with the real question of the modern world and 
to  attempt to respond to them, i t  must open a new chapter of 
theologico-pas to ra l epistemology. Thus "instead of using only 
reve lation  and trad itio n s  as starting  points . . .  i t  must s ta rt with 
facts  and questions derived from the world and from history (A 
Theology, p. 12). ~
2
G utierrez, p. 261.
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and the revolutionary commitment advocated by its  proponents. G utier­
rez, in p a rtic u la r , addresses himself to  the question of re lationship  
between the Church's mission and social praxis, between salvation and 
the process o f lib e ra tio n . He s ta rts  his vision of the Church with  
the fundamental a ffirm ation  th a t a ll  ecclesiology must be rooted in a 
proper understanding of salvation.^ The Church's tra d itio n a l notion 
of sa lva t1on--which, ta in ted  with near-exclusively other-worldly  
connotations, Decame a sort of f l ig h t  from r e a l i ty — is ra d ic a lly
challanged by lib e ra tio n  theology's radical re jec tio n  of any s p lit
2
between the s p ir itu a l and the m ateria l.
Salvation in history
Salvation from the perspective of lib e ra tio n  theologians "is  
not something other-w orld ly, in regard to which the present l i f e  is  
merely a te s t. "Salvation— the communion of men with God and the 
communion of men among themselves— is  something which embraces a ll
human r e a l i ty ,  transforms i t  and leads 1t  to  i t s  fu llness in
3 4C h ris t."  Understood as an " in tra -h is to r ic a l r e a l i ty ,"  salvation
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 256.
2
We have indicated e a r lie r  the reasons why Latin American 
theologians have replaced the term "salvation" by "lib era tio n " (above 
p. 127, n. 1 ). G utierrez distinguishes three leve ls  of salvation: 
p o l i t ic a l ,  h is to ric a l and s p iritu a l (A Theology, pp. 36, 37).
Although d iffe re n tia te d  in levels o f meanings, they are to  be seen, 
however, as parts o f a s ing le , complex process, interdependent and 
fid in g  th e ir  deepest sense and full re a liz a tlo n  in  the saving work of 
Christ (see above p. 129, n. 3 ).
3
G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 150-151.
^ Ib id ., p. 152. As noted e a r lie r  (above, pp. 56-60), the
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can no longer re fe r to  another realm separate and d is t in c t from the 
real m aterial conditions of human l i fe .^  Oriented to the trans­
formation of human r e a l i ty  in  h is to ry , salvation begins here on earth
tra d itio n a l theological tendency to separate the natural from the 
supernatural generally reduced salvation to  an e x tra -h is to r ic a l and 
transcendent id e a l, completely divested o f any h is to r ic a l and social 
meaning. In recent tim es, however, the concept o f salvation has 
undergone red efin itio n s  which tend to place i t  w ith in  a secular and 
humanistic framework. See Roger E. Hedlund, Roots of the Great Debate 
in  Mission (Madras, Ind ia: Evangelical L ite ra tu re  Service, 1981), 
cnapter eleven. At Vatican I I  a decisive s h ift  is  also noticeable. 
Attention was focused more d e f in ite ly  on in tra h is to r ic a l concerns and 
the term supernatural is  scarcely used by the Council ( i t  is  not used 
at a ll  in Gaudlum e t Spes). Tha term preferred is  in tegra l "which 
tends to stress the un ity  o f the ca ll to salvation" (G utierrez, 
ib id . ,  p. 72). L iberation theology rad ica lizes  the view of salvation  
adopted at Vatican I I  (see G utifirrez, A Theology, chapter n ine ). In 
an a r t ic le  discussing so terio log ical views in current theologies, 
Donald Bloesch observes th a t "the heart of lib e ra tio n  theology is  
th a t salvation lie s  in the struggle fo r p o lit ic a l and economic 
lib e ra tio n "  ("Soteriology in  Contemporary C hristian Thought," Interp  
335 [1980]:137). Although the lib era tio n  view of salvation is  not 
lim ited  to the p o lit ic a l and enconomic deliverance o f the oppressed, 
here is  where the emphasis f a l ls  (see below).
G u tie rre z , A Theology, pp. 71-72. This does not mean th a t 
Gutierrez denies the r e a l i ty  o f an otherworldly salvation—there are 
s u ffic ie n t qua lify ing  comments to suggest th a t th is  is  not his 
1ntent--but c le a rly  he does not deal with that aspect. Costas remarks 
th a t although Gutierrez speaks o f lib e ra tio n  as taking place at three  
leve ls : the p o l i t ic a l ,  the psychological and the re lig io u s  or
s p ir itu a l,  and argues th a t the three are part o f a single s a lv if ic  
process, nevertheless he ra re ly  goes beyond the p o lit ic a l  in his 
exposition of lib e ra tio n . C hrist Outside the Gate (M aryknoll, N. Y.: 
Orbis Books, 1982), p. TZ9'! k irk  makes a s im ila r observation, 
Liberation Theology, p. 59). In defense of G utierrez, McAfee Brown 
argues that the reason he (G uti§rrez) devotes "less q u a lita tiv e  
atten tion  to [th e ] th ird  level than the other two . . . is  . . . th a t 
most other theologies devote inordinate a tten tio n  to  i t ;  i ts  
importance is  widely acknowledged" (Gustavo Gut1§rrez, p. 52-53). For 
G utierrez 's  answer to  the accusation, often heard, th a t lib e ra tio n  
theology is  a " p o lit ic a l reductionism," see "The Praxis of 
L ib eratio n ,"  pp. 397-398.
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in the construction of the h is to ric a l pro ject.^  Since the lib e ra tio n
which Christ o ffers  is  universal and in te g ra l, embracing a ll  men and
the whole man, i t  is  not without p o lit ic a l consequences; there fo re ,
2
i t  is  not lim ited  to  a purely " s p ir itu a l plane." For G utierrez, "the
lib e ra tin g  action of C hrist is  at the heart of the h is to ric a l current
of humanity, the struggle fo r a ju s t society is  in  i ts  own rig h t very
3
much a part o f salvation h is to ry ."
Im p lic it in lib e ra tio n 's  so terio log ical understanding is  also 
the a ffirm ation  of the u n iv e rs a lity  o f God's s a lv if ic  w i l l . 4 This 
notion, however, although re fle c tin g  the influence of contemporary 
Catholic thought--derived mainly from Karl Rainier's view of an
5
"anonymous C h ris tian ity"  and incorporated in the theology of Vatican 
II® --goes beyond the idea of the p o s s ib ility  o f salvation outside the 
v is ib le  fro n tie rs  o f the Church. A ffirm ing the presence of grace in
^Gutierrez, "Freedom and S alvation ," p. 86; Assmann, Theology 
fo r a Nomad Church, p. 67.
p
Berrymann, "Latin American L iberation Theology," pp. 388-389.
3
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 168.
4See G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 151-152; 190-194; Segundo, 
The Community Called Church, pp. l l ,  29-30.
5K. Rahner, "Atheism and Im p lic it  C h ris tia n ity ,"  Theological 
Investigations, vol 6 . pp. 390-398; also idem, "Anonymous 
C h ris tia n ity  and the Missionary Task of the Church," Theological 
Investiga tions, vol. 12, pp. 161-178. See Jerome P. The 1 sen, I he 
Ultim ate Church, pp. 65-121. For a summary of the concept see Rodger 
C. Bassham, Mission Theology (Pasadena: W. Carey L ibrary , 1979), pp. 
310-312.
®See Lumen Gentium, no. 16; Gaudium e t Spes, nos. 3, 11, 22, 
57, 59, 61, 54, 75, 91, and Ad Gentes, nos. / ,  8 .
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a ll  people, G utierrez reaches the conclusion th a t "we can no longer
speak properly of a profane world" 1 o r, as he states la te r  in his A
Theology o f L iberation , "Since God has become man, humanity, every
man, h is to ry , is  the liv in g  temple o f God. The 'p ro -fan e ,' th a t which
2
is  located outside the temple, no longer e x is ts ."  This being the 
case, salvation is  no longer a "quantita tive  and extensive" issue ( i .  
e., how many w ill  be saved, and the ro le  which the Church plays in  
th is  process), but rather a "q u a lita tiv e  and intensive" one ( i . e . ,  a 
matter of how to  exercise the saving grace th a t has been made 
extensive to  everyone in the Christ event). While the quantita tive
G u tie rre z , A Theology, p. 151.
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 134. For a helpful discussion 
on the concept of universal ism, see G. C. Berkower, The Return of 
Christ (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans, 1972), pp. 387-423. For a 
strong c rit iq u e  of the notion see Michael G r if f i th s ,  The Church & 
World Mission (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing Housed 1982), pp.
I lb -143). Costas points out th a t the notion of universal salvation  
which undergirds G utierrez' thought "cannot be squared with the 
witness of Holy S crip ture . While i t  is  true th a t the New Testament 
witnesses to a universal sa lvation , i t  does so against the backdrop 
o f God's judgment and in the context of the gospel's c a ll to fa ith  
and repentance." As Costas concludes, "B ib lica l universalism is  
d ia le c t ic a l;  1t encompasses grace and judgment. In  Jesus C h ris t, sin 
has been overcome and grace revealed. Hence salvation can be 
appropriated and judgment avoided by turning from sin (repentance) 
and tru s tin g  in  him (fa ith )  through the enabling power of God's 
S p ir it"  (C hrist Outside the Gate, p. 130). In short, although 
incarnation has made a il  men savabie, salvation is  not independent of 
personal fa ith  in  C hrist (John 3 :16 ), which in turn can hardly be 
equated with the "attempt to  build  up th is  w orld," as Gutierrez  
suggests (A Theology, p. 71). Furthermore, does G utierrez' 
affirm atio n  th a t "each man is  the a liv in g  temple of God" include the  
oppressors? I f  "the profane no longer e x is ts ,"  how is  the state of 
misery and oppression of the poor to  be explained? (see B. 
Kloppenburg, The People's Church (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press,
1977), pp.lOO^TOF:
^Gutierrez, A Theology, pp. 151-152.
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approach stresses the in d iv id u a l, ecclesiocentric and fu tu r is t ic
aspects of salvation, the q u a lita tiv e  emphasizes i t s  corporate,
universal, and current dimensions. From a ll  th is  emerges the
in ev itab le  conclusion: stripped of the monopoly o f the means of
grace and redemption, the Church must cease "considering i t s e l f  as
the exclusive place of sa lvation , and orien t i t s e l f  toward a new and
rad ica l service to mankind."^
Denying any claim  of ecclesial un iversa lity  based on spatia l
notions, lib era tio n  theologians place the question in to  a new
context. Limited by God's own incarnation, Segundo contends, the
2
church w ill  always be a p a rticu la r r e a l i ty .  Its  universal
s ig n ifican ce; then, must be understood dynamically, in terms of 
vocation and special task , doing the works of love in the world,
being in the service o f men, and making manifest to  the res t of 
humanity with whom i t  makes its  way the message of God's plan for
^ Ib id ., p. 261.
o
Segundo, The Community Called Church, p. 5. Therefore, the 
Church must not expect that TE wil 1 become u n iversa l, or that 
eventually  a ll  mankind w ill  enter i t .  "This e n tity  [th e  church] which 
is  a specific  and p a rtic u la r r e a l i ty  w ithin mankind must have been 
created fo r  humanity . . . [ in  fa c t]  th is  is  the case, not the 
opposite. Humanity was not created to enter a p a rtic u la r  re a lity  
which i t  overflows at every turn" (p. 6 ) .  In fa c t ,  Segundo seems 
to a ffirm  that there is no advantage fo r the Church to seek to 
bring w ithin i ts  boundaries the masses. I t  would a ffe c t the purity  
of i ts  sign function. For Segundo the Church aids only those who 
belong to  i t  when th e ir  membership corresponds with the function the 
Church is  ca llea  to exercise (chapter 4, “Obligation o f the Ecclesial 
Community," pp. 78-86; c f .  MTguez Bonino, Doing Theology, pp. 65-65). 
Segundo apparently has reduced membership in the Church to  an e l i t e  
group. This has led to  the charge of "e litism " (Dunn, Missionary 
Theology, pp. 227-28; T. H. Sanks and B. H. Smith, "Liberation  
Ecclesiology: Praxis, Theory, Praxis" ThSt 38 [1 9 77 ]:1 0 ).
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the w o r ld j Moreover, as the " re fle c tiv e ly  C h ris tified " portion of 
the world, i t  is  the Church's function to manifest to the world the
p o s s ib ility  of communion among men and men with God in its  l i f e  and
actions.
2The Church is  thus essen tia lly  a v is ib le  sign and sacrament 
of lib era tio n  of men and h is tory. As such i t  does not ex is t for  
i t s e l f .  I t  has no meaning in  i t s e l f  except in  the measure in  which i t  
is  able to s ign ify  the re a li ty  in function of which i t  exis ts . What 
does th is  understanding of the Church mean fo r the ecclesial 
community in the concrete s ituation  of Latin American with its
struggles fo r lib era tio n  and a ju s t society? I t  means that the
Church should find i ts  mission in signifying the re a lity  of
According to Segundo, the Church is  that portioft of humanity 
which knows the message of God's plan fo r the world (The Community 
Called Church pp. 15, 29-30). Yet i t  does not know fo r its  own saxe. 
71 muTT trans la te  and pass on to men th is message--which is 
"something th a t is  to be grasped, comprehended, and incorporated to a 
greater or lesser degree into  the fashioning of history and the 
world" ( Ib id . ,  p. 81)— confident that in doing so some who are 
" im p lic it"  Christians may become "e xp lic it"  ones. For a b rie f 
discussion and c ritiq u e  of Segundo's ecclesiology see Dunn, pp 
226-230: Sanks and Smith, "Liberation Ecclesiology" pp. 8-11.
^Gutifirres, A Theology, p. 261. Vatican I I  had already con­
ceived the Church as the Sacrament o f salvation (Lumen Gentium, nos.
1, 48; Gaudium et Spes, no. 45). This notion, considered the most
important milestone of Vatican I I  in  the f ie ld  of dogmatic theology 
(see K. Rahner, The Christian of the Future [Montreal: Palm
Publishers, 1964], p. a z j,  nowever, did not win tne acceptance of a ll  
theologians fo r 1t  was feared that i t  would lead to "reducing 
ecclesiology to the study of outward elements" (Jerome Hamer, The 
Church Is a Communion [New York: Sheed and Ward, 1964], p. 88) .  The
council, Gutierrez in s is ts , did not place i t s e l f  to ta lly  in th is  lin e
of th inking. "Many of the texts  s t i l l  reveal the burden of a 
heavy heritage; they tim id ly  point to a way out from th is  
turning In of the Church on i t s e l f ,  without always accomplishing 
th is" (A Theology, p. 259).
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salvation , in becoming a v is ib le  sign of the presence of the Lord in 
the e ffo r t  to  brpak with a unjust social order, to lib e ra te  and 
humanize the oppressed.^
The Church and the world
For lib e ra tio n  theologians the tra d it io n a l notion expressed 
by the formula "the Church and the world" has functioned as a dualism 
which has served to cut the Church o f f  from h is to ry: supernatural and 
n a tu ra l, salvation h istory and secular h is to ry , the sacred and the
profane, e te rn ity  and tim e. Thus re jec tin g  tra d it io n a l answers to the
2
question of the re lationsh ip  between the Church and the world,
lib e ra tio n  theologians stress tha t th is  b ifu rcatio n  becomes an
"outworn phrase th a t should be replaced by 'Church in the world' or
3
'Church of the w o rld '."  For G utierrez, the Church is  not a non­
world or an "order ap art"--th e  order o f salvation and holiness in
^We fu rth e r elaborate on th is  point below.
2
Liberation  theologians re je c t the "Christendom model” in 
which the Church—p ra c tic a lly  id e n tifie d  w ith the Kingdom of God-- 
l e f t  secular r e a l i ty  subordinate to the Church's in te re s ts , lacking  
autonomy, founding i ts  purpose and fu lf i l lm e n t in  the Church (see 
above, pp. 37-44; c f .  G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 53-61). The revised 
Thomistic "d is tin ctio n -o f-p lan es" model of Catholic liberalism --w hich  
distinguished between what is  re lig io u s  and what is  wordly— is also 
re jec ted . These approaches are to be replaced by the lib e ra tio n  
model, the humanized church (G utierrez, pp. 53-131; see Dunn's 
evaluation o f G utiSrrez' ecclesiology, pp. 245-248, also Sanks and 
Smith, pp. 12-16); Harvie M. Coon, "The Mission of the Church," in 
Evangelicals 4 L iberation , pp. 80-82; Coon, "Theologies of 
Liberation: An Overview,1' p. 361.
Hugo Assmann, Practical Theology of L iberation (London: 
Search Press, 1975), p. 91; also Dussel, H istory and the fheo1.ogy of 
L iberation , p. 154. This understanding puts theology on the track of
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the w orldJ  Rather the Church "must turn to  the world, in  which
C hrist and his S p ir it  are present and active; the Church must allow
i t s e l f  to be inhabited and evangelized by the world . . . The
theology of the Church in  the world should be complemented by a
2
theology of the world in  the Church." Since fo r G utierrez h is tory  is  
one, the " fro n tie rs  between the l i f e  of fa ith  and temporal works,
a new way o f conceiving the re la tio n  between the h is to ric a l Church 
and the world. See, fo r example, Segundo's contrast between his 
understanding of the Church in  re la tio n  to  the world with th a t 
expressed in  Leo X I I I 's  Immortale Dei, where the Church is  seen as a 
supernatural society complete and ju r id ic a l ly  p e rfe c t, tha t passes 
judgment on the world ( The Community Called Church, p. 131).
^Gutierrez asserts th a t th is  view is , by and la rg e , the one 
th a t dominates the theology of Vatican I I ,  though there are insights  
in  Gaudium et Spes and Lumen Gentium that transcend a "rig id  
d is tin c tio n  of planes" (A Theology, p. /? ) .
o
G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 260-261. L iberation theologians, 
however, are severely c r it ic iz e d  fo r  b lurring  the d is tin c tio n  between 
Church and world (see Coon, "The Mission of the Church," p. 81; 
S to tt , C hristian Mission, pp. 93 -94 ). This id e n t if ic a t io n , S to tt 
remarks, has no b ib lic a l foundation; "on the contrary, the New 
Testament authors constantly contradict th is  notion by in s is tin g  on 
the d is tin c tio n  between those who are in  C hrist and those who are 
not" (p. 94; see also Michael G r if f i th 's  discussion "The Confusion of 
the Church and the World," in  The Church & World Mission, pp. 
109-144).
G utierrez, A Theology, p p .153-167. Arguing from a theolo­
g ical standpoint which attempts to  elim inate a ll  dualism, lib e ra tio n  
theology affirm s th a t a ll  h istory  is  u n ified . There is  no separate 
salvation h is to ry . A ll h is to ry  must be understood as a general 
h is to ry  of salvation . This strong emphasis on the unity  of h istory  
represents in  a sense a protest against tra d it io n a l conceptions in  
theology, which reduced God's saving in tervention  to  a narrow strand 
o f h is to ry , i . e . ,  the h is tory  o f the Jews, before C h ris t, and the 
a ffa irs  of the C hristian Church afterwards, without any relevance to  
the r e a l i ty  where men e x is t , with i ts  p o lit ic a l s tructures, as well 
as economic and social d ispositions. This concept o f a single 
h is to ry , however, has a ttracted  strong c r it ic is m . See Kloppenburg, 
The People's Church, pp. 100-105. Peter Wagner remarks that the
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between Church and world, become more f lu id  in both directions . . . 
to  p a rtic ip a te  in the process of lib e ra tio n  is  already, in a certain  
sense, a s a lv if ic  work."^
In short, consistent with the h is to rica l o rien tation  which 
pervades th e ir  w ritin g s, lib e ra tio n  theologians stress that there is  
a s o lid a r ity  of the Church with the world. The salvation to which 
the Church witnesses is  in tim ate ly  re la ted  to the lib e ra tio n  of man 
on the p o lit ic a l le v e l. The mission of the Church, therefore , is  
determined more by the p o lit ic a l context of the society in which i t  
exis ts  than by in traecc les ias tica l concerns. Living in a world of 
social revo lution , the id e n tity , ecclesia l structures, and the task 
of the Church as well as i ts  approach to society, must be defined in 
re la tio n  to the Latin American r e a l i ty .  Where does a ll  th is  leave 
the Church's transcendence? There is no question th a t fo r the theolo­
gians of lib e ra tio n  i t  is  only becoming immanent to the world tha t 
the Church w ill  re a lly  witness to  i ts  transcendence; conversely,
lib e ra tio n  monistic v ision of h istory fa i ls  "to come to grips with 
the b ib lic a l concept of a temporal s p iritu a l dualism in which the 
supernatural forces o f e v il play a s in is te r  and important part" 
(Latin  American Theology, p. 42). Furthermore, i f  everything is  
salvation h is to ry , as lib era tio n  theologians claim , one is  tempted to  
agree with Morris Inch's remark th a t "then, nothing is salvation  
h is to ry , and man as a whole remains alienated from God" (Doing 
Theology Across Cultures [Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1 9 8 2 p? 
W :  Liberation theologian Juan Carlos Scannone admits th a t the 
re la tionsh ip  between profane h is tory  and the h istory of salvation  
"has not yet been thoroughly worked out from the new viewpoint." "The 
Theology of L iberation: Evangelic or Ideological" Cone 3 (March
1974):150.
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 72.
^ Ib id .,  p. 138.
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fa i lu re  at immanence only reveals an inappropriate transcendence.
The Church fo r the Poor
Perhaps the strongest and most shocking feature of recent
developments in Latin American Roman Catholicism is  the assertion
th a t the Church, during most o f i ts  l i f e  in  the continent, was
transformed into  a Church of the r ic h , fa r  removed from the world of
the poor who make up the m ajority  of the population of Latin
America.^ Belonging to  the same c ritic is m  but presenting fu rther
radical overtones is the a ffirm ation  th a t having its  sympathies
linked with a th in , excessively wealthy upper stratum, the Latin
American Catholic Church has sanctioned the use o f the gospel for
satis fy ing  the re lig io u s  needs of the masses, thus d e fin ite ly
contributing to "sacramentalize" and secure a social order which is
2
set up and dominated by a few.
In reaction to  th is  s itu a tio n , from the bulk of the w ritings  
of lib e ra tio n  theologians emerges an overwhelming emphasis on the
See Ronaldo Munoz, "The H istorica l Vocations of the Church," 
in Frontier of Theology in Latin America, p. 153; G utierrez, 
"Contestation in Latin America," p. 4b; A Theology, pp. 101-102; c f.  
above, pp. 5 1 ff.
2
Throughout the h istory  of the continent, conservative 
p o lit ic a l forces have used the Church and the ro le  of re lig io n  as 
moral s ta b iliz in g  forces, the guardians of tra d it io n a l values and as 
a means of preserving "law" and "order," which generally meant the 
"law" and the "order" of the oppressors (see Costas, Theology of the 
Crossroads, p. 81 ). Religion has been misused to sacramental ize  the 
status quo and to  in te rp re t backward p o lit ic a l p o lic ies  as the "w ill 
of God." 5. G a lilea , "Pastoral popular, liberac ion  y p o lit ic a ,"  in  
Pastoral Popular y Liberacion en America Latina, Colecion IPLA 14 
(Quito: Departamento de Pastoral CELAM, 1972j , p. 29.
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need fo r the Church to s h ift  sides and to convert i t s e l f  to another
world , i . e . ,  the world of the poorJ Convinced that in Latin
America the Catholic Church--contrary to its  counterparts in highly
secularized Western countries, which are increasingly becoming
de-Christianized— s t i l l  holds a d irec t and e x p lic it  socio-cultural
2
relevance fo r society, lib e ra tio n  theologians in opposition to a 
disincarnate and purely "relig ious" image of the Church have
strongly defended an eccleslological vision capable of en lis tin g  the 
weight of the Church's influence in hastening the social
transformation in the continent. For the Church to turn in  on i t s e l f ,  
to fa l l  to place I t s e l f  squarely with the poor w ithin the 
revolutionary process of lib e ra tio n , would be its  greatest o-mission. 
In fa c t ,  fo r G utierrez, "not to exercise th is  influence in favor of
the oppressed is  re a lly  to exercise 1t  against them."’' .
I t  should be noted th a t when lib era tio n  theologians convoke
^ ee  GutlSrrez, "The Praxis of Liberation and the Christian  
F a ith ,!! p. 381; "Faith as Freedom," p. 32.
^Plerro Bigo, a French Jesuit commentator on Catholic social 
thought, recently wrote from Colombia, where he had been teaching: "I 
am notably struck by the enormous d ifference between Latin America 
and Europe from the point of view of the Christian fa i th .  One s t i l l  
live s  here in  a Christian m ilieu ."  A fter a description of European 
re lig ious  indifference he concludes, "In Latin America, on the other 
hand, we walk 1n a C hristian atmosphere. One can base himself on 
fa i th .  Unbelief is  the exception." On the Service of Faith and New 
Cultures (Rome: Jesuit Curia, 1978), p. 32. Not surpris ing ly , tor  
L. BofF "the fu ture of the Catholic Church . . .  1s undeniably in 
Latin America” Jesus Christ Liberator (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 
1972), p. 44. W. Buhlmann, The Coming of the Third Church, p. 22 and 
J. Gonzalez, The History of C h ris tia n ity , 2 vols. (San Francisco: 
Harper and Row, 1984) ,  2 : 3 9 / .
^GutiSrrez, A Theology, p. 139. The image of the church which
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
158
the Church to  place i ts  social weight ir. the cause of the lib e ra tio n  
of the poor and oppressed, they are not c a llin g  fo r a revolutionary  
departure from the Church's p ractice . The only revolutionary element 
would be the use of the Church's power on a new side, i . e . ,  th a t of 
the poor, from whom i t  has been estranged most of i ts  h is tory  in  
Latin  America. R eflecting i ts  new-found prophetic awareness, the 
Church must side with those who suffer violence and are oppressed by 
unjust systems and structures. To be true to  i ts  vocation, i t  must 
make i t s  presence f e l t  in  the midst of a world of suffering "by 
proclaiming the Good News to  the poor, freedom to the oppressed, and 
joy to the a ff lic te d ." ^
Coherent with th is  emphasis, there is  in the ecclesio logical 
form ulation of the theologians o f lib e ra tio n , as we have already  
hinted, a theological primacy of human lib e ra tio n  over intra-church  
concerns. Since Latin Americans are in terested "not so much in  the 
Church as in the person whom the Church must help, create and 
humanize, " 2 the ctress fa l ls  on the p r io r ity  of the anthropological 
element over the ecc les io lo g ica l. The poor and th e ir  struggle, thus,
does not intervene in the temporal order came to be seen as an 
id e a lis t ic  abstraction. For lib e ra tio n  theology, the Church's 
position  is  never neutra l; any "claim to  noninvolvement in  p o lit ic s  
. . . is  nothing but a subterfuge to keep things as they are" (p. 
256). Therefore, now th a t the poor and exploited classes are making 
th e ir  voices heard w ith in  the Church, to  return to  i ts  "purely 
re lig io u s  function" would mean to  " leg itim ize  the status quo" (pp. 
272-279).
11971 Synod of Bishops, document e n tit le d  "Justice in the 
World," English tra n s la tio n , in  TPS 16 (1972):377.
^Boff, Jesus C hrist L iberato r, p. 44.
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are the force th a t determines not only the self-understanding of the 
Church and the content o f i ts  agenda, but also the Church's approach 
to socio-political-econom ic r e a l i t ie s .  At th is  juncture i t  seems 
inescapable th a t lib e ra tio n  theology has ess e n tia lly  sh ifted  the 
question of the Church from: "What is  the Church?" to "Why the 
Church? "
Vatican I I  and papal encyclicals had gone some distance 
toward leg itim ating  the Church's d ire c t involvement with the problems 
of the poor and th e ir  struggle against oppression. But the positions  
taken remained mainly on the level o f abstraction. G utierrez points 
out tha t the "Constitution of the Church in the Modern World" from 
Vatican I I  spoke of poverty, in ju s tic e , and the need to  develop poor 
countries, but only in  vague term sJ In spite  o f c o n c ilia r  documents 
which focused on the question o f the Church taking an in te res t in the 
s itu atio n  of the poor, "the concept of the poor remained without 
precision" and was s t i l l  framed w ith in  tra d itio n a l s p ir itu a liz in g  
notions. The Council’ s "Church fo r  the poor," th ere fo re , is  
fundamentally conceived in  p a te rn a lis tic  terms. The emphasis is on 
the Church i t s e l f ,  with the poor as the object o f i ts  ch arity  and
W i e r r e z ,  LADOC, 9 (1978):45.
^MTguez Bonino, "Ecclesia Pauper," p. 141. The Council 
describes the poor as the "needy," the "su ffe rin g ,"  the "weak," the 
"s ick ,"  notions th a t fo r Bonino can be applied to any level of 
existence ( ib id ) .  The poor, th ere fo re , are seen as those in a 
condition of general deprivation and not as a precise socio-economic 
category.
3
Pp. 144-145; see above, pp. 88-90.
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social serv ice. At Medellin a fundamental s h ift  is  advanced: the 
focus moves from the Church to the Latin American world . 1 The 
terminology began taking on a more rigorous and precise character, 
both in the socioeconomic and theological dimensions. Medellin, 
however, was only the s ta rtin g  point of the process.
To express the Church's function fo r the poor in terms of the 
concrete h is to rica l r e a l i t ie s  in which i t  finds i t s e l f  in  present-day 
Latin  America, lib e ra tio n  theology, however, goes beyond the general 
level of pastoral o rien ta tio n . To be e ffe c tiv e  in i t s  commitment to  
the oppressed, the Church must understand and unmask the oppressive
structura l forces th a t work against them and condition th e ir
s itu a tio n . The careful factual analysis of the society 's  socio­
political-econom ic re a li ty  came to be seen as a “precondition for
3
change." Thus, i t  is  through the instrumental use of social
analysis tha t theological re fle c tio n  and the Church gain a precise 
understanding of the questions to  which they must respond, in order
to enable Christians to  te s t and strengthen the e fficacy  of th e ir
obedience.
^ fg u ez Bonino, "Ecclesia Pauper," p. 145.
2
Medellin began to perceive the Latin  American s ituation  of 
poverty through the lens of socioeconomic analysis (see The Church in 
the Present-day, pp. 46-50; above, p. I l l  n. 1; Miguez Bonino,
tcc ies ia  pauper, pp. 142-145). Furthermore, the M edellin documents
tr ie d  to avoid tra d itio n a l s p ir itu a liz a t io n  of the problem of poverty 
and s o lid a r ity  of the Church with the poor ( ib id .)
3
G utierrez, "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," p. 109; also 
idem, A Theology, p. 5; Segundo Gal i le a ,  "The Theology of L iberation, 
A General 'Survey," LumVit 33 (1978):335.
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The Church and the Id e n tity  of the Poor
As we have indicated e a r l ie r ,  Western theology has fa i r ly
consistently  cast theology in to  philosophical moldsJ Under the
influence of Greek rationalism , theologians have sought to re la te
fa ith  to contemporary thought patterns rather than to socioeconomic
and p o lit ic a l problems, tending, therefo re , to overlook the l i f e -
death issues that the larger segment of society faces in  d a ily  l i f e .
At th is  po int— since the poor are conditioned by the social rather
than by the philosophical— Latin American lib e ra tio n  theology breaks
2
with former theologies. Contrary to tra d itio n a l philosophical 
approaches to re a li ty ,  lib e ra tio n  theologians, led by the inescapable 
presence of overwhelming poverty in  the Latin American continent, 
have chosen the social sciences as partners fo r dialogue, endorsing
3
the Marxist analysis of the Latin American s ituation  in terms of
See above. The c lassic  example o f the appropriation of 
o f philosophical categories in  the a rtic u la tio n  of theology is  Thomas 
Aquinas' use of A ris to tle . See J. A. Weispheil, "Thomas' Evaluation 
o f Plato and A ris to tle ,"  ScEsprit 28 (1976):23-53; O liva Blanchette, 
"Philosophy and Theology in Aquinas: On Being a D iscip le  in  our Day." 
The New Scholasticism 54 {1970):69-100.
2
S tarting  with the poor and committed to change the oppres­
sive structures, lib e ra tio n  theologians d ire c t th e ir  a tten tion  to a 
d iffe re n t set of tools to assist them in expressing th e ir  under­
standing o f social re a l i ty  and the gospel i t s e l f .  See Luis Adalberto 
Gomez de Souza, "Los condicionamientos socio -po liticos  actuales de la  
teologfa en America L a tin ,"  in Ruiz Maldonado, Liberacion y 
c a u tiv e rio , pp. 69-81.
3
According to Berryman, in Latin  America i t  "is  the re a lity  
i t s e l f  which impels Christians to go back to Marx" ("Latin  American 
Liberation  theology," p. 374). Lernoux also notes that "Marx helped 
Latin  Americans to c la r i fy  th e ir  s ituation  of neocolonial dependence 
on cap ita lism ," p a rtic u la r ly  through the “knowledge of its  re a lity  
which is  the f i r s t  step in the transformation of society" ("The Long
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
162
the domination theory and class struggle . 1 The Marxist theme of the
P ath ,” p. 10). Kirk enumerates the reasons why Marxism so fo rc e fu lly  
a ttra c ts  Latin American lib e ra tio n  theologians (Liberation Theology, 
pp. 160-162). S ig n if ic a n tly , i t  should be noted th a t while in  Europe 
the re la tio n  between C h ris tia n ity  and Marxism is  conceived in  terms 
of "dialogue," in  Latin  America, i t  is  understood in term of 
"cooperation," or more prec ise ly , as Fidel Castro described i t ,  an 
alianza estratSgica (s tra teg ic  a llia n c e ). Cf. Hugo Assmann, ed ., 
Habla Fidel Castro sobre los cristianos revolucionarios (Montevideo: 
T ierra  Nueva, 19 /2 ), pi $91 also Fidel Castro, 'T'0rT“Revolutionary 
Christians and Dogmatic M arxists," in  Religion in  Cuba Today: A New 
Church in a New Society, ed. A. L. Haaeman, and P. E. Wheaton (New 
York: Association Press, 1971), pp. 114, 136-139.
1 I t  should be noted, however, th a t one detects a discernable 
difference among lib e ra tio n  theologians regarding the level of 
appropriation of Marxism (see Stephen Knapp, "Miguez, G utierrez: 
Pivotal Works, p. 33). Furthermore, despite a widespread negative 
impression, lib e ra tio n  theologians are not do c trin a ire  Marxists, or 
u n c ritica l in  th e ir  adoption of Marxist categories. See, fo r example, 
Miguez Bonino, Christians and Marxists. The Mutual Challenge to 
Revolution (Gran3 Rapids: Wnu 91 Eerdmans, T9T5T1 Segundo, The 
Liberation of Theology, pp. 13-19; J. Emmette Weir, "Liberation  
Theology, Marxist or dhristian?" ExposT 90 (1978):260-275; Harvie M. 
Coon, "Theologies of L iberation: An overview ," p. 372. MacAfee Brown 
argues th a t Marxism may be considered from three d iffe re n t  
perspectives: f i r s t ,  as a world-view, an all-encompassing framework 
including h is to ric a l m aterialism , the in e v ita b il ity  of class 
struggle, economic determinism, strong c r it iq u e  to  re lig io n , e tc .;  
second, not so much as a to ta l world-view, but as a plan fo r  
p o lit ic a l action; and th ird , c h ie fly  as an instrument o f social 
analysis (Theology in  a New Key, p. 66) .  Brown underlines th at the 
m ajority  of 1iberation  theologians adopt Marxism only as an 
instrument o f social analysis ( ib id .;  see also Spohn, What Are they 
Saying About Scripture and E thics, p. 57).
While Brown apparently tends to  separate "class struggle" 
from "social analys is ," giving the impression th a t the former is  not 
implied in  the la t te r ,  less sympathetically Stephen Neil c r it ic iz e s  
lib e ra tio n  theologians fo r accepting the M arxist analysis o f society 
with i ts  underlying notion o f class struggle in to to , "hook, lin e  and 
sinker" (Salvation Tomorrow [N ashville : Abingdon, T976], p. 82). For 
an enlightening discussion of lib e ra tio n  appropriation o f Marxism 
see Joseph Laishley "Theological Trends: The Theology of L iberation ,"  
The Way 17 (1977):217-228; 301-311. The pressing question posed to 
Iib e ra tio n  theology, however, is  whether i t  can use Marxism as a tool 
of sociological analysis without at the same time adopting its  
concept o f l i f e ,  anthropology, view of h istory  and p o lit ic a l  
solution. To th is  issue we return la te r .
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d ia le c tic  of history with i ts  im p lic it  notion that society is  sharply
divided into two groups, the oppressors and the oppressed,^ appears,
in fa c t, to supply an e ffe c tiv e  method fo r producing lib era tio n  in
a s ituation  which h itherto  had managed to neutra lize  a ll  progressive 
2
forces fo r  change. Social class analysis in  terms of the Marxist 
vision is  f e l t  necessary to prevent the co-optation of the term 
"oppressed," and to insure th a t the lib era tio n  to be won is real 
lib e ra tio n  from the real oppression of material poverty.
To prevent the s p ir itu a liz a t io n  of the terms poor and poverty, 
so common in tra d itio n a l church exegesis, and the deflection  of the
According to Marxism, the history of humanity demonstrates 
a coherent pattern and development. A ll relationships between people 
are founded on the re la tionsh ip  of the means of production (Marx, The 
1844 Manuscripts, c f .  B. Ollmann, A lienation: Marx's C ritique of flan 
in c a p ita lis t society [Cambridge: univers ity  Press, iy /£ j ,  chapts. t  
ana 3TT alia these re lationsh ips, due to the monetary system of 
exchange in  society, have given r is e  to the class struggle. For Marx 
"the history o f a ll  h itherto  exis ting  society is the history of class 
struggles" (Karl Marx and Friedrich  Engels, The Communist Manifesto 
[New York: Monthly Review Press, 1964], pp. 2, b7; to r a summary see 
Hans-Lutz Poetsch, Marxism & C h ris tian ity  [S t. Louis, M.O.: Concordia 
Publishing House, iy /b j pp. 28-44}. society thus consists of two 
groups: the oppressors and the oppressed. Only two classes stand
against each other: bourgeoisie and p ro le ta r ia t (Communist Manifesto,
p. 61).
2
Guti§rrez describes th a t as he began to work, serving the 
poor in  a very tra d itio n a l nonpolitical way, he discovered three 
facts : "I discovered tha t poverty was a destructive thing, something 
to be fought against and destroyed . . .  I discovered that poverty 
was not accidental . . . but the resu lt of a structure . . . Thirdly
I discovered that poor people were a social c lass." From th is  
understanding, he says, " i t  became crystal clear tha t in order to 
serve the poor, one had to move in to  p o lit ic a l action" (Theology in  
the Americas, p. 278). At th is  stage, Gutierrez seems to nave turned 
to Marxism as an instrumental to o l. Liberation theologians, accept 
Marxist economic analysis of the functioning of society as the most 
coherent and rational account o f the Latin American s ituation  at 
present (Coon "Theologies of L iberation ," p.  399).
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lib e ra tio n  movement, the id e n tity  of the poor and the character of 
th e ir  s itu a tio n , therefore, is  determined "s c ie n tific a lly "  by Marxist 
analysis of the Latin America economic and p o lit ic a l context. I t  is  
through the "class struggle," the cornerstone of the Marxist vision  
o f h is to ry , that the poor are defined. As Gutierrez affirm s, 
" lib era tio n  theology categorizes people not as believers or 
unbelievers but as oppressors or oppressed."^
This vision of the world where the Latin American Catholic
G uti§rrez, "South American Liberation Theology," p. 110. 
Throughout Gutifirrez' works there is  an evident in terchangeability of 
several terms which describe to those who are oppressed. The "poor," 
the "worxers in  the class strugg le ," the "needy," those "cheated of 
the f r u its  of th e ir  labor," the “exploited and plundered social 
c lass ,"  the "alienated," the "dispossessed," a ll  these terms emerge 
with few indications that they are not synonymous. Gutierrez does 
provide, however, a d e fin itio n  of the poor which indicates i t  is  a 
category strongly marked by Marxist overtones. "The poor person is  
the oppressed one, the one marginated from society, the member of the 
p ro le ta r ia t struggling fo r his most basic rig h ts ; he is  the exploited  
and plundered social class, the country struggling fo r i ts  
lib era tio n " (A Theology, p. 300). Elsewhere, with more c la r ity ,  he 
states the convergence of his terra “poor" with Marx's "p ro le ta ria t" :  
"the poor oppressed person belongs to a social class which is  
exp lo ited , subtly or openly, by another social class. I t  is an 
exploited social class which has in the p ro le ta r ia t the most 
successful and be llig eren t sector. To make a choice fo r the poor 
person is  to opt fo r one social class against another. I t  is to 
become aware o f the fac t o f class confrontation and to take the side 
o f the dispossessed. To make a choice fo r the poor person is  to enter 
the world o f the exploited social class with i ts  values and cu ltu ra l 
categories. I t  is  to become one of them in th e ir  in terests  and th e ir  
struggles" ("Praxis of L ib era tio n ,"  p. 7 ). Guti§rrez here leaves 
l i t t l e  doubt about who the poor are in his mind. Furthermore, 
in te rp re tin g  th e ir  s ituation  terms o f Marxist categories, he also has 
used Marxist analysis of the systemic roots o f poverty to inform what 
i t  means to make an option fo r the poor. See Carol S. Robb, 
In tegration  of Marxist Constructs, pp. 130-131. E. Dussel, Metodo 
para una t--. losotia oe la Liberacion (Salamanca: Ediciones Siguime, 
19/4), p. zzb; Miguez bonino, toward a Christian P o lit ic a l Ethics 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), pp. IU I-IU 3 .
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Church finds I t s e l f ,  n a tu ra lly , as one might expect, puts on the
Church's agenda a radical view of its  p artic ip atio n  in the Missio
D ei. The Church must move out from its  ghetto place in cu ltu re , and
p artic ip a te  in the revolutionary process, an involvement which bears
the “Marxist sense of p artic ip atio n  in the class struggle to bring
about the creation of a new s o c ia lis t s o c i e t y . S i n c e  the existence
of the poor as demonstrated by social analysis, “is  not p o lit ic a lly
2neutral or e th ic a lly  innocent," an e ffec tive  option fo r the poor 
demands not mere ly r ic a l and vague appeals in defence of “human 
d ig n ity ,"  or even generous actions, but p o lit ic a l c h a rity , a decisive 
p o lit ic a l stance against the deep roots of poverty, which presents 
i t s e l f  in f l a t  contradiction to the gospel of Jesus Christ.
As G utierrez sees i t ,  Christian love and s o lid a rity  with the 
oppressed, to be re levant, must manifest i t s e l f  in class option . 3
d
N eutra lity  in the class po larization  is  unthinkable. Such a
^Stephen C. Knapp, "A Preliminary Dialog with G utierrez' 
Theology of L iberation ," p. 17.
2 «G utierrez, "Liberation Theology and Proclamation," p. 59;
"Faith as Freedom," p. 34. "The poor person is  the byproduct of the
system" ( ib id . ) ,  the resu lt of exp lo itation  and greed. Poverty in
Latin  America, lib e ra tio n  theologians perceive, is  not f a t a l i t y ,  or
"God's w i l l , "  but mainly the dark side of the affluence of the rich
world, p a rtic u la rly  the resu lt of the massive domination of North
American capitalism  in the area in combination with local groups (see
above, p. I l l ,  n. 2 ).
^GutiSrrez argues that the option fo r the poor in a l ib e r ­
ating commitment must take the poor as a global social class. To 
iso la te  the poor from the social group to which he belongs leads one 
only to an inconsequent "feel sorry fo r him in his s ituation" ("Faith  
as Freedom" pp. 32-33).
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 273. I t  should be noted that while
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commitment, to be sure, is bound to cause d iv is ion  in the Church and
poses a problem fo r  i ts  un ity  as well as fo r the u n iversa lity  of
Christian love.^ Yet, though the Church must work fo r reco n c ilia tio n ,
there can be no reco n c ilia tio n  u n til the walls of c lass, race,
and cu lture  tha t divide the Latin American society as well as the
Church's constituency are destroyed.
The Church is "called to p artic ip a te  active ly  in constructing  
2a ju s t order." Its  function , there fo re , cannot be to implore the
the bishops at Puebla spoke of a "p re feren tia l option fo r the poor" 
(Puebla and Beyond, # 1134-1165) there was no suggestion fo r  opting 
to r struggle against oppressors. Liberation theologians, however, see 
no choice fo r the Church: "When the Church re jec ts  the class
struggle, i t  is  o b jective ly  operating as a part of the prevailing  
system" (G utierrez, A Theology, p. 275).
1 Gutierrez does not ignore th is  danger (A Theology, p. 273). 
In his view, however, the d iv is ion  already exists w ith in  the Church 
("South American Theology," pp. 110, 119). Furthermore, while for  
lib e ra tio n  theologians love is  u n iv e rs a l,it  is  not possible to  love 
everyone in the same way: "We love the oppressed by lib e ra tin g  them; 
we love the oppressors by fig h tin g  them. We love the oppressed by 
lib e ra tin g  them from th e ir  misery, and the oppressors by lib era tin g  
them from th e ir  sin . . . [thus] the lib era tio n  of the rich  and the 
lib e ra tio n  of the poor are rea lized  at the same time" (Miguez Bonino, 
Doing Theology, p. 122; G utierrez, A Theology, p. 285, note 56); 
c t . , G iu l10 G irard i, Amour chretien ef violence revolutionnaire  
[P aris : Les Editions du C erf. l$7oJ chaps. A and 5 ). For Gutierrez 
the question is  not "having no enemies, but rather of not excluding 
them from our love." The struggle, there fo re , "must be a real and 
e ffe c tiv e  combat, not hate" (A Theology, p. 276). The question to be 
asked, however, is  whether i t  is  re a l is t ic  to envision class struggle 
without exarcerbation of hate, violence, resentment and r iv a lr ie s  
which are precisely the driv ing  force of the oppressed/oppressor 
po lariza tion  (see Kloppenburg, The People's Church, p. 179).
2
G uti§rrez, "Notes fo r a Theology of L iberation ," ThSt 31 
(1970):259. For lib e ra tio n  theologians th is  ju s t order means an 
ideal s o c ia lis t society, which w ill  be in some fragmentary fashion 
the eschatological kingdom (see below). Segundo leaves no doubt that 
the Church has to decide in favor of socialism ( "Capitalism- 
Socialism: A Theological Crux" Cone 96 [1974]:105-123). For a
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poor to resign themselves to the exp lo ita tio n  th a t causes them to  
suffer so grievously, or merely to advocate moderate reform. 
Responsive to God's c a l l ,  the Church nust liv e  up to its true vocation 
in  at least three forms, namely, ce lebration , denunciation, and 
annunciation.^ With jo y , through the Eucharist, i t  celebrates God's 
s a lv if ic  action of lib e ra tio n  and brotherhood. The Church is  also 
bound to exercise a social c r it iq u e  and prophetic denunciation of 
every dehumanizing s itu a tio n . In a more positive  way, beyond verbal 
c r it ic is m , i t  must announce the good news of a new order. This leads 
to  the concept of a p o lit ic iz in g  evangelization of the poor."*
c rit iq u e  of th is  notion, see Arthur F. McGovern, Marxism: an American 
C hristian  Perspective (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis BooEsT^  1980), p. 201. 
More cautious, GuFierrez, except fo r his "p o lit ic iz in g  and 
conscientizing" idea of evangelization, gives no specifications as to  
how and when the Church as church should involve i t s e l f  (see Dunn, 
Missionary Theology, p. 247).
^See Costas, The Church and Its  Mission, pp. 237-240 fo r a 
helpful discussion of these three dimensions.
2
G utifirrez, A Theology, pp. 262-265. As Fiorenza summarizes, 
the three levels of 1iberation  converge in the new understanding of 
the Eucharist, which transforms the Catholic r i t e  in to  a celebration  
o f the s a lv if ic  action of C hrist in h is to ry , a sign of human 
brotherhood: "As a meal, i t  s ig n ifie s  community and brotherhood so 
th a t John's Gospel could replace i t  with the washing of the fe e t as a 
symbol of service of one's fe llow  man. As a Passover meal, i t  reca lls  
the p o lit ic a l lib e ra tio n  of Is ra e l. As a memorial o f the death and 
resurrection of Jesus i t  commemorates the lib e ra tio n  of man from sin" 
(Fiorenza, "Latin American Liberation Theology," p. 454).
3
G utierrez underlines that the gospel has "a p o lit ic iz in g  
function" (A Theology, p. 269). This function , he in s is ts , is  made 
real and meaningful only by liv in g  and announcing the gospel from 
w ithin a commitment to lib e ra tio n , only in  concrete, e ffe c tiv e  
s o lid a r ity  with the exploited social classes. "Only by p a rtic ip a tin g  
in  th e ir  struggles can we understand the im plications of the gospel 
message and make i t  have an impact on history" ( ib id . ) .
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Deciding in favor of a given p o lit ic a l system, i .  e. socialism , the 
Church must support the revolutionary changes th a t th is  new order 
demands, committing i t s e l f  to educate the poor regarding the true  
nature of th e ir  own misery, e n lis tin g  them in the struggle for 
ju s tic e  and lib e ra tio n .
The Church of the Poor 
Liberation theologians not only discuss what the Church is ,
or why 1t ex is ts , but also point out where i t  1s to be found. The 
Church must not merely be fo r the poor, but above a ll  i t  must be the 
Church of the poorJ As G utierrez contends, to  be " fa ith fu l to  the 
God of Jesus C h ris t, i t  [the Church] has to reth ink i t s e l f  from
n
below, from the position of the poor."*
At th is  juncture a revolutionary conception of the church
began to surface in  Latin America, namely, the Ig le s ia  popular, "the 
People's Church, or the Church th a t springs from the people."
In the tra d it io n  of the document on poverty produced at 
Medeilfn, the Latin American bishops at Puebla reaffirm ed "the need 
fo r  conversion on the part of the whole Church to a p re fe ren tia l 
option fo r the poor, an option aimed at th e ir  in teg ra l lib e ra tio n ,"  
(I-inai Document *  T134, emphasis supplied). This language reveals a 
evident tension: i t  is  not a Church of the poor th a t is  speaking but 
ra ther a Church th a t fee ls  i t s e l f  to - be outside the poor, and hence 
must opt fo r them (see F. Berryman, The Religious Roots o f Rebellion  
[Maryknoll, N .Y.: Orbis Books, 1984], pp. 332-353).
2
G utierrez, "The Poor in the Church," p. 13.
3
Richard, "Progressive Neo-Conservat1sm in Latin America," 
p. 54. During the 1972 National Workshop of the Chilean Christians  
fo r  Socialism, the Jesu it, Gonzalo Arroyo, one o f the leaders of the 
movement, affirm ed: "We look forward to  a new Church th a t w il l  not be 
under the thumb o f the in s titu tio n  . . . Our new Church, which we 
yearn fo r and aspire to , is  a Church proper to  a world already
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•Justifying the new eccles io log ica l v is ion , G utierrez remarks that 
"the gospel read from the point of view of the poor and the 
exp lo ited , m ilitancy in  th e ir  struggles fo r  freedom requires a 
people's Church: a Church which arises from the people, a people who 
wrest the gospel from the hands o f the great ones o f th is  world and 
thus prevent i t  being used to ju s t i fy  a s ituation  against the w ill  of 
the lib e ra tin g  God."^
secularized." "Significado y sentido de Cristianos por e l Socialism," 
in Cristianos por el Socialismo, ed. Alfredo F ierro  and Reyes Mate, 
(E s te lla , Navarre: E d ito ria l Verbo Divino, 1975) p. 385. Arroyo went 
on to  say "we must bu ild  a Church especia lly  o f the poor" (pp. 
389-390). At Lima, in February 1973, various movements of priests  
formed a federation with G utierrez as i ts  president. As indicated in 
a "Summary of the Minutes" of th is  meeting, the aim was the creation  
of a "Church o f the People," regarded as "the Church o f the fu tu re ,"  
whose purpose is  not to  be a counter-church, but a church in which 
the p ro le ta r ia t , the social class oppressed and m arginalized, can 
have i ts  own voice. Contacto (Dec. 1973):75-80. Increasingly the 
sketch of th is  new eccles ia l option has been gaining c la r i ty  and 
proportions in  Latin America. See "Notas de una Ig le s ia  Popular" 
[Marks of a Church of the People], Liaisons In ternationales  4 
(Jan-Feb 1975):11-12. The "Final Statement" of the Second National 
Congress of the National Movement o f Christians fo r L iberation , held 
at Riobamba, Ecuador, in  1975, recommends "to fo s te r the development 
of the 'Church of the People' in which the liv in g  of the Gospel is 
in tim ately  linked with concrete h is to ric a l struggles." See b u lle tin  
18 (May 1975) of the movement, pp. 6-10 c f . Kloppenburg, The People's 
Church, p. 26. This search fo r a "Church of the People" finds 
expression also in  the w ritings o f several lib e ra tio n  theologians. 
See Hugo Assmann, " Ig le s ia  Popular," Contacto (Dec. 1975):22-29; 
Francisco Vanderhoff and Miguel Angel Campos, "La Ig le s ia  Popular: 
Conuiciones p o lftico -id eo lo g icas  para su surgim iento," Contacto (Dec.
1975):35-44. Raul V idales, "Evangelizacion y liberac ion  popular" in 
Liberacion y c au tive iro , pp. 221-226; G utierrez, "Revelacion y 
anuncio de Dios en Ta~h ist6r ia "  Pastoral Popular 146 (Oct.-Dec.
1976):41-42. While fo r  Dussel the Ig le s ia  popular "is  not a d iffe re n t 
church or a new church," but "simply a new model of the age-old 
Church" (Current Events in  Latin  America," p. 79), the conservative 
Franciscan Bonaventure Kloppenburg regards i t  as "new sect" (The 
People's Church, pp. 75-78).
^Gutierrez, "The Poor in  the Church," p. 15; The Power of
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
170
Convinced tha t i t  is  not enough to  be fo r the poor, a notion 
th a t, from the perspective of lib e ra tio n  theology, connotes 
p a te rn a lis tic  and developmentalist ideas, lib e ra tio n  theologians 
underline that re a l, e ffe c tiv e  s triv in g  to  elim inate poverty must be 
linked with the poverty perspective, i .  e . ,  the perspective of those 
w ith in  the movement of the poor fo r lib e ra tio n . To re a lly  incarnate  
and give content to its  option fo r the poor, the Church must convert 
i t s e l f  to  another world, i . e . ,  the world of the exploited and 
oppressed and become a Church of the poor.
While the concept of the Church fo r the poor is  understood as 
an eth ica l question, the vision of the Church of the poor is  
th eo lo g ica lly  ju s tif ie d  on C hris to log ica l/onto log ica l grounds.^ I f ,  
as G utierrez in s is ts , "a C hristian  understanding of the church begins
the Poor, p. 21. In his controversial Ig re ja , Carisma e Poder 
(P etropolis , B razil: Editora Vozes, 1982), Leonardo Boff, a fte r  an 
overview of tra d itio n a l Latin American ecclesio logical models 
"inherited  from the past," arrives at the emergence of the new model: 
"the Church aris ing from the poor" (pp. 15-28). According to trm, 
"from the time of Theodosius the Church was a Church fo r the poor, 
but i t  never managed to  be a Church of the poor" (p. 27). This is  
precisely  what is  taking place in Latin America today.
^Jon Sobrino, The True Church of the Poor (Maryknoll, N. Y.: 
Orbis Books, 1984), p. 92. I t  should be noted th a t although Vatican
I I  ins isted  that the Church should im ita te  Jesus in his 
id e n tif ic a tio n  with the poor (Lumen Gentium, a r t .  8 ) ,  as Miguez 
Bonino remarks, in ecclesio logical terms the poor are not recognized 
as an co n stitu tive  element of the mystery of the Church ("Ecclesia  
Pauper," p. 139). Furthermore, the poverty which the church is  ca lled  
to  assume is  more a matter of external forms (see above p .89, n. 2; 
c f .  Cor.gar, Power and Poverty in  the Church, pp. 8 0 f f ) ,  than real 
id e n tif ic a tio n  with the socioeconomically poor and oppressed (Miguez 
Bonino, Ecclesia Pauper, p. 139).
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with christology,"^ the Church finds its  true id e n tity  when i t
conforms to  Jesus C h ris t, when i t  assumes his "s p ir itu a l s tructure, 
2
his way of being." The Church, there fo re , must be present where
Christ promised to  be present. I t  must fo llow  Jesus where he already
preceded i t ,  or in  the famous ecclesiological formula o f Ignatius of
3
Antioch, ubi Christus, ib i ecclesia .
The church, lib e ra tio n  theologians contend, received from 
Jesus a paradigmatic image, drawn from his m inistry to the poor, his
s o lid a rity  with them, his compassion fo r the m ultitudes, and his
attacks on the mighty--as well as his condemnation and execution by 
them. All th is , as Sobrino argues in his The True Church and the
Poor, makes the place where the poor stand normative fo r what the
true church is  and is  to  be.^ Hence the church must liv e  a concrete 
l i f e  o f id e n tif ic a tio n  with the poor and m inister to  th e ir  needs. 
Since Jesus id en tifed  with them, the poor are not merely recip ients
^Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 210.
2
Mfguez Bonino, "Fundamental Questions in  Ecclesiology," in  
The Challenge of Basic Christian Communities, p. 147.
^Ignatius, "E p istle  to  the Smynaens," ANF 1:174
4Sobrino, The True Church, pp. 84-124. In a fashion which 
reca lls  Bonhoeffer's way of thinking about C hrist as a structure , a 
spatial r e a l i ty  taking place in the world (see, The Cost of 
Discipleship [New York: Macmillan Publishing Co, 1961], pp. 3J /-344 ), 
Sobrino sees a co rre la tio n  between the resurrection of C hrist and the 
r is e  of the Church o f the poor. Where resurrection is  urgently  
needed— as in the Latin American condition of death and 
wretchedness--he remarks, there Christ is  especially  present. The 
p lig h t of oppressed in need o f "resu rrectio n ," according to  Sobrino's 
complex theological elaboration, gives to the "church of the poor" 
the true ecc les ia l status.
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of C hristian ch arity , or an external e n tity  to which the church must
be re la ted  in one way or another. They belong to  the understanding
of the very nature o f the church and become an ecclesiological
c r ite r io n , a te s t of au th en tic ity .^  In Miguez Bonino1s words, "the
Miguez Bonino asks, " I f  the church is  where Christ is ,  do 
not the poor become co n stitu tive  o f the mystery o f the church?" 
(Doing Theology, p. 158). When lib e ra tio n  theologians defend Jesus' 
unity  with the poor, the primary reference is  to  the poor in  general, 
outside the Church. T rad itional theology has id e n tif ie d  the church 
exclusively with promises of C h ris t's  presence in the believing  
community, the ecc les ia . Departing from th is  standard notion 
lib e ra tio n  theologyT Based on a p a rtic u la r in te rp re ta tio n  of the 
parable o f the f in a l judgment which concludes Matthew's eschatolo- 
gical discourse (Mt 25:31-46), places emphasis on the presence of 
Jesus outside the community of fa i th ,  "in the least brethren" (v. 
40), id e n tif ie d  as the poor, "whoever they may be" (G utierrez, A 
Theology, pp. 197-198; The Power o f the Poor, pp. 95-55; "The 
Irru p tio n  of the Poor," "ppT 117-123; Sobrino, The True Church, p. 
100; Segundo, The Community Called Church, pp. 9 - I I ) . While Gutierrez  
suggests th a t the poor outside the Church form another ecclesial 
community, the theme finds i t s e l f  more fu l ly  elaborated in the work 
of the French Dominican Benoit A. Dumas. Dumas, who spent many years 
in Paraguay, in his book, Los dos rostros de la  Ig le s ia  una (Buenos 
Aires: latinoam erica LibrosTj 1971J, w ritten  rrom the perspective of 
lib e ra tio n  theology, argues th a t i f  the id e n tity  o f the church is  
found in C h ris t, ubi Christus ib i ecclesia , then one must pay 
atten tio n  to the fa c t th a t Christ promised to  be present in two 
areas: f i r s t ,  in the believing  community (c f .  Matt 10: 40-43; Mark 
9:41; Luke 10:16; John 13:20); second: outside the ecc les ia , among 
the " least brethren" (pp. 82-103; c f .  Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, 
pp. 159-164; idem, "The Struggle o f the Poor and the Church," LcR 2 /
(1975):40-41; Santa Ana, Good News to  the Poor, pp. 20-21; K irk ,  
Liberation Theology, pp. 134-135). ihe main thesis of Dumas' book is  
th a t C h ris t's  presence among the poor and oppressed transforms them 
in to  a "second brotherhood" outside the believing community. Jesus, 
th ere fo re , has two faces: one in the community of fa i th ,  the 
"brotherhood of b e lievers ,"  and the other among the suffering poor, 
who are the " la ten t brotherhood." The whole doctrine o f the church 
must be developed between these two poles which question each other. 
These two faces, we are to ld , became separate as the community o f 
fa ith  was transformec predominantly into  the church of the r ic h , 
leading the Church to  no longer recognize i t s e l f  in  the poor, and the 
poor to  no longer recognize Christ in  the Church (pp. 16-39). Thus, 
fo r Dumas, the church is  r.ot e n tire ly  w ith in  the Church, as long as 
the poor who await th e ir  lib e ra tio n  do not know Jesus Christ and do
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church which is not the church of the poor puts in  serious jeopardy
its  churchly character."^ The Church's id e n tific a tio n  with the poor,
therefore , is  not a matter of preference, but a choice that derives
from its  co n stitu tive  essence. "To say 'church of the poor' is almost
a redundancy," contends the Chilean theologian Pablo Richard. "The
2
church is e ith er of the poor or i t  is  not the church." In th is  new 
model of existence, the Church “does not conceive the poor as 'p a rt'
not recognize him in his v is i ole Body committed together with them 
(p. 20; c f .  Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, pp. 160-161). I t  should be 
noted that Dumas' conception is  identica l to Jurgen Moltmann's 
ecclesiological in terpretation  of Matt 25:31-40 in almost every 
d e ta il .  See Moltmann's The Church in the Pcwer of the S p ir it  (New 
York: Harper and Row, Iy / /J ,  ppl iz l-1 3 2 . However, aespite the
confluent aspects between Moltmann's and lib e ra tio n  theologians' 
in te rp retatio n  of Matt 25, there is  a fundamental d ifference: while
Moltmann contends that the church must seek i ts  true id e n tity  in
iden tify in g  with the poor, he does not see the poor through the lens 
of social analysis. Mfguez Bonino, thus, rebukes him fo r not giving 
concrete content to the " id e n tific a tio n  with the oppressed" (Doing 
Theology, p. 147). Moltmann's declaration tha t "the c ru cified  God is  
real ly a God without country, without class" and a t the same time
"The God of the Poor" (The Crucified God, p. 305) is  seen by Miguez
Bonino as a contradiction, since Hhe poor, the oppressed, the
hum iliated, are a class and liv e  in  countries . . . Are we re a lly  for
the poor and oppressed," Bonino asks, " i f  we f a i l  to  see them as a
class, as members o f the oppressed societies?" (Doing Theology, p. 
148; c f . Assmann, Practical Theology of L iberation , p. 94).
^Miguez Bonino, "The Struggle of the Poor," p. 40. Elsewhere 
he argues th a t the id e n tific a tio n  o f the church with the poor 
re fle c ts  i ts  id e n tific a tio n  with Jesus ("Fundamental Questions," p. 
147).
2Richard, "The Latin American Church," p. 36. Assuming that 
Jesus does not have an id e n tity  separate or separable from his 
id e n tif ic a tio n  with the poor (Mfguez Bonino, "Fundamental Questions" 
p. 148; also Ignacio E lla c u ria , “La Ig les ia  de los pobres," p. 717), 
lib e ra tio n  theology comes to the inev itab le  conclusion that apart 
from the poor the Church is in fa c t separate from C h ris t, without 
leg itim ate  id e n tity . Pablo Richard argues th a t "every economic or 
p o lit ic a l or ideological a lliance  that the Church forges with the 
dominant classes represents a denial o f the church's true id e n tity .
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of i t s e l f ,  even a 'p riv ileg ed  p a r t , ' but thinlcs of them rather as the
center of the w h o l e , t h e  princ ip le  of the Church's structure,
organization, and mission.
As a re su lt c f i ts  strong conviction that the poor are the
authentic theological source fo r the understanding of the
constitution of the church, lib era tio n  theology has been led to a
radical revision o f two central developments o f Vatican Council I I .
F irs t ,  the notion of the Church as the sacrament of salvation of
mankind and, second, the concept of the Church as the People o f God.
On the one hand, i f  the Council conceived of the church as the true
sign and manifestation of the s a lv if ic  plan of God's action in
his tory, lib e ra tio n  theologians concluded that in  Latin America, the
poor and th e ir  struggle fo r  lib era tio n  disclose the meaning of the
Church. The struggling poor are the true sacrament of God's
2
h is to rica l saving a c t iv ity , reca llin g  the confessing community to
Because of its  very essence which is  lib e ra tin g  and s a lv if ic ,  the 
Church can be b u ilt  up only from the underside of h is to ry , from the 
side of the poor and oppressed" (ib id ; c f . Santa Ana Towards a Church 
of the Poor, p. 163).
^Sobrino, The True Church, p. 91; c f . E lla c u ria , "La Ig les ia  
de los pobres," p. / i / .
2
See Ronaldo Muiioz, "Ecclesiology in Latin  America," p. 153. 
By the time of Vatican Council I I ,  those interested in coneiliar  
pronouncement in favor of the “church of the poor," such as the 
French theologian Paul Gauthier and Cardinal Lercaro, discussed 
Jesus' t r ip l ic e  presence in the church. Besides the classical notion 
of Jesus's Eucharistic presence in  the bread, and his mystic presence 
in  the in s titu tio n a l-h ie ra rc h ic  Church, they spoke of a th ird  
presence; Jesus' social presence in the poor. Given C hrist's  
id e n tific a tio n  with the poor, the la t te r  becomes a sign of the Lord's 
special presence alongside the two sacramental presences (see P. 
Gauthier, C hris t, the Church and the Poor [Westminster; Newman Press,
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i ts  true meaning and destiny, since i t  is only through th e ir l ib e r ­
ation that the Church w ill become the one and true Church. 1
On the other hand, the Council applied to the Church the 
concept of People of God— an image taken from the Old Testament which 
uses i t  in close association with the Exodus paradigm as a
designation of Israel in its  special relationship to Yahweh-—to
2ind icate  the Church's e lec tion , vocation, h is to r ic ity  and mission.
1965], pp. 62-65; Miguez Bonino, “Ecclesia Pauper," p. 135). This 
re fle c tio n  was passed over in  silence by the o f f ic ia l  documents of 
the Council. See Ualbert Biihlmann, "Kirche der Armen," in Fastenopfer 
der Schweitzer Katholiken, Arbeitsmappe Kirche (Lucerne: 1971), p? 
b-8 ; Le (iu iIiou  ec a i . ,  mi ision et pauvrete iParis: Les Editions du 
Cerf, 1963). The reference of Vatican I I  to “pauperes" and 
"paupertas“ care fu lly  avoided any sacramental language defining 
oesui' uHTty with the poor (Miguez Bonino, “Ecclesia Pauper," p. 
139-141). A fter Medellin, lib e ra tio n  theologians took on the 
ecclesiological theme of the sacramental unity of Christ with the 
poor. But departing from Gauthier and Lercaro, they in s is t that the 
concept of “poor" is  not perceived subjectively through charity  nor 
theo log ica lly  in  the conception of the "suffering ’C h ris t,” but, 
through the use o f socioeconomic analysis, as a class, oppressed and 
exploited people. This perception led to emphasis on the c o n flic tiv e  
d ia le c tic  involved in the concept o f poverty, which revolves around 
the axis poor/rich , oppressed/ oppressor. Thus, to opt fo r the poor, 
as we have indicated e a r l ie r ,  is  to assume th e ir  s triv in g  for 
lib e ra tio n  in  class struggle sense. This vision in turn led to a 
perception of the same c o n flic tiv e  d ia le t ic  w ithin the v is ib le  Church 
which is  polarized into two opposites ( ib id . ,  pp. 12-33).
^ h e  struggle fo r the one Church, as we have noted in Dumas' 
view, is  the e ffo r t  to reduce tT5e“ distance between the two ecclesial 
re a li t ie s  (the believing community and the alienated community of the 
poor), and bring together the two faces of the church (see above, p. 
172, no. 1; c f .  Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, pp. 161-163; Gutierrez 
"The Irru p tio n  o f the Poor," p. i i u .
2
See Lumen Gentium, chap. 2, Abbott, pp. 24-37; c f . Congar, 
"The Church:Ine people or God," and Jacques Dupont, "The Church as 
the People o f God," both in  The Church and Mankind, pp. 11-37; and 
117-129.
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Liberation theologians, however, shifted ra d ic a lly  the Council's 
“abstract" and "un iversa lis t" 1 understanding of the concept. In 
lib e ra tio n  theology the term has taken on a specific  p o lit ic a l con­
notation. The "People of God" are id e n tified  with the b ib lica l 
anawiin, the Poor o f Yahweh, 3 whose poverty in the polarized Latin 
American s itu a tio n , as mediated through class analysis, is seen 
exclusively in terms of economic deprivation and p o litic a l 
oppression, and who are transformed into  a moral p ro le ta r ia t.
The very notion of "people" in  lib era tio n  theologians' 
w ritings connotes le f t i s t  p o lit ic a l sympathies. 3 I t  generally occurs 
as a synonym fo r "the poor" which in turn means the “oppressed" class 
in a Marxist sense. 4 As Pablo Richard remarks, lib era tio n  theology
^o b rin o . The True Church, pp. 92-93.
^McCann, Christian Realism, p. 214.
3Pablo Richard c r it ic iz e s  the prelim inary document of 
CELAM's Puebla Conference fo r using the term “people" "as i f  i t  
referred to an a ll  inclusive social and p o lit ic a l en tity  beyond class 
differences and contraditions" ("The Latin American Church," p. 44). 
Richard's point is  that the fa ilu re  to recognize the concrete meaning 
of the "People o f God" is  w i l ly -n i l ly  to support the ideology of the 
status quo. “The people" becomes an a ll- in c lu s iv e  term that 
mythicized the re a lity  o f class c o n flic t , in  a manner s im ilar to “the 
nation" (c f .  McCann, pp. 214-215). This is  precisely what Vidales 
seeks to avoid: “When we speak of a 'Church of the People' we must be 
careful to make i t  c lear th a t we are not giving the phrase universal­
is t  meaning . . . For us, the term 'people' is h is to r ic a lly  connected 
with the exploited sectors w ithin dependent c a p ita lis t system such as 
the one wc are now the victims of in  Latin America. The 'people,' 
then consists o f those groups whose common in terests  are opposed to 
the in teres ts  o f the dominant class . . .  the term presupposes a 
knowledge of who are the exploiters and who the explo ited ," ("Evan- 
gelizacion y liberacion popular," Liberacion y C autiverio , p. 233).
4See Kloppenburq, The People's Church, pp. 35-42. Understand­
ing the church as the "People of God," "tKerefore becomes a warrant
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has replaced “the somewhat romantic" word poor by explo ited ,^ giving
to the concept a precise meaning. When Assmann, fo r example, speaks
2
of the "epistemological p riv ileg e  of the poor," he q u a lif ie s  the use
of the term by adding: "The privileged poor of the gospel are the
struggling poor, struggling within a h o lis tic  perspective of
re vo lu tio n .”  ^ According to him, the privileged hearers o f the summons
4
o f God are not any poor but the consclentized poor, those with “at 
least a beginning of class consciousness.”® They alone are 
“privileged witnesses to the Gospel which they have understood and 
made th e ir  own, who struggle fo r th e ir  own lib era tio n  and who
fo r id en tify in g  the Church with the oppressed, a development which 
not only provides another example of lib era tio n  p o lit ic a l 
hermeneutics of the gospel (McCann, Christian Realism, p. 214), but 
also re fle c ts  a movement toward what Kioppenourg can s  "the Marxist 
re in terp re ta tio n  of ecclesiology" (The People's Church p.- 36).
^P. Richard, Cristianos por el Socialismo: H is to ria  y Docu- 
mentos (Salamanca: Ediciones siguime, ia /y j ,  p. lb; see above.
2Assmann, "Statement,” p. 300.
3
Ib id . The poor who have a c lear understanding of the fa ith  
and of the world—a truer in terp retation  of what fa ith  means and what 
the world is  re a lly  l ik e ,  as GutiSrrez says (A Theology, pp. 83-85; 
also "Freedom and Salvation” p. 75)— are the poor engaged in the 
struggle fo r lib e ra tio n . Summarizing the thought o f lib era tio n  
theologians regarding the "poverty perspective, Gudorf says, "only 
the poor w ithin the struggle can see what need to be struggled 
against, and what fa ith  re a lly  means c lea rly  enough to give shape to 
real lib e ra tio n " (Catholic Social Teachings, p. 61; c f .  McAfee Brown, 
Theology in  a New Key, p. 6 1 ).
4
The concept o f conscientization is  discussed below.
®Assmann, "Statement,” p. 300. G utierrez, "Confrontation in 
Latin America," in Confrontation in the Church, ed. Teodoro Jimenez 
Urresti (Herder and Herder, i s / 1) ,  p. bU; a!vez. A Theology of Human 
Hope, pp. 6 , 9-10.
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endeavor to  break th e ir  own chains."^ L. Boff concurs with th is  
understanding, stressing that the poor are not merely those who have 
needs. To be sure, they do have them, but the poor are s p e c ific a lly  
those w ith p ro le tarian  consciousness, i . e . ,  the consciousness of
being oppressed, which gives them "h is to rica l power, capacity to
2
change and evangelizing p o te n tia l."  The "Church o f the Poor," or 
the "Church of the People," thus is  p a rtic u la r ly  b u ilt  and 
constituted by those whose consciousness have been raised to  enter 
in to  the process of lib e ra tio n  with a revolutionary horizon, c le a rly  
grasped and accepted.
Basic Ecclesial Communities:
The Irru p tio n  of the Poor
In a celebrated statement of Lumen Gentium, Vatican I I  called
3
the Church "to enter upon the path of poverty," a theme taken up 
with increased precision a t M edellin , where the Latin American
4
bishops went so far as to  o u tlin e  the ro le  of "a poor church." 
Following in  these steps, lib e ra tio n  theology pushed the notion s t i l l  
fu r th e r . In G utierrez' view, what is  u ltim a te ly  important is  not so
^Assmann, " Ig le s ia  Popular," p. 29.
2
B off, Ig re ja , Carisma e Poder, p. 26; the tra n s la tio n  is  
mine. An a r t ic le  w ritten  by several Peruvian theologians severely 
c r it ic iz e s  the Preparatory Document fo r the Puebla Conference fo r its  
"vaporous and in te rc la s s is t populist concept o f the poor" ("The 
Church of the Poor," CrossCur 28 C19783:48; c f . ,  "The Church Born of 
the People: Good News in  Latin America," MissioIR 7 [19793:303-324).
3
See Lumen Gentiuni; no 8 .
4
The Church in  the Present-Day Transformation, pp. 172-179.
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much "making the Church poor, as seeing to i t  that the poor of the 
world become the church."^
In Latin America th is  vision actualizes i t s e l f  through the 
Basic Ecclesial Communities, which according to Comblin "are the 
place where the people of the poor are transformed into  the people of 
God."^ Considered the major event in the present structures of the
^Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 211; c f .  McAfee Brown, 
Gustavo G utierrez, p. 41.
2
The Base Communities, which are referred to e ith er as Eccle- 
s ia l (BEC) or Christian tbCC), constitute a dynamic movement that 
defies easy d e tin itio n . I t  represents, above a l l ,  a convergence of 
d iffe re n t trends in Catholic ecclesial development which were already 
at work in the years preceding Vatican I I .  The experience of the 
BECs as a widespread Catholic phenomenon appeared in  Latin America, 
especially  in B ra z il, Chile and Panama, in the la te  1950s (See Jose 
Marins, “Basic Christian Communities in  Latin America," LADOC 7
[1 9 7 6 ]:2 ), o r ig in a lly  as an answer to the inedequacy of the Church's 
presence in some supposedly Catholic areas (Jane £. Russel, Renewing 
the Gospel Community: Four Catholic Movements w ith an Anabaptist 
P ara lle l (.Ph.D. d isserta tio n , Notre Llame University , 19/aJ, p. 294). 
(his pastoral concern, however, converged with an other important 
stream: the grass-roots education movement--"Movimento de Educagao de 
Base" (MEB)— started in Northeastern Brazil out of the increasing
awareness of the appalling p lig h t of the poor. The MEB's objective  
was to raise the poverty-stricken masses to a minimum of awareness 
and of lite ra c y  so that they would begin to help themselves (Marins, 
"Basic Christian Communities," p. 4 ). The basic technique used by the 
MEB was Paulo r re ire 's  pedagogical method called conscientizagao
(consciousness ra is in g ), a process whereby people were made aware of 
the social and p o lit ic a l re a l i t ie s  which surrounded them. Later
refined i t  became the methodology of the Base Ecclesial Communities 
(Bruneau,The P o lit ic a l Transformation, pp. 30-104; Emanuel de Kadt, 
Catholic Kadicais in BraziI [London: Oxford U niversity Press, 1970], 
ppT^ i^mTC) :-----------------------
3
Comblin, "The Church in Latin America," p. 8 . At an
accelerated pace lite ra tu re  dealing with the Basic Communities has 
been growing increasingly in the las t f if te e n  years, ror an extended 
discussion of the subject, see Sergio Torres and John Eagleson, eds., 
The Challenge of Basic Christian Communities; Athyl W illiam Cook, The 
txpectation of the Poor: A Protestant M issiological Study of tKe 
Catholic "Communidades de Base" in Brazil iPh.U. a isserta tio n : Puller
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Latin  American Catholic Church, 1 the BECs are in G utierrez ' thought
2
an " irru p tio n  of the poor," the "absent ones" making th e ir  presence 
f e l t  in  the h is to rica l process of Latin America and in  the l i f e  of 
the Catholic Church in the continent. As an e ffe c tiv e  way to bring 
the ecclesia in to  close contact with the masses of the common people
Theological Seminary, 1982); Alvaro B arreiro , Basic Ecclesial Commu­
n it ie s ;  Alois Mil'ller and Norbert Greinacher edTl Les Communautes de 
Base: Concilium 104 (Paris: Beauchesne, 197571 Feonardo Boff,
"Ecciesiogenesis: Ecclesial Basic Communities Re-Invent the Church," 
Mid-Stream 20 (1981):431-488; Almir Ribeiro Guimaraes, Comunidades 
de Base no Brazil (Petropolis: Editora Vozes Ltda. 1978); Jos£ Marins 
(and ms team) is  probably the most p r o li f ic  w rite r on the BECs: see 
Ig re ja  e C onflitiv idade Social na America Latina (Sao Paulo: Edigoes 
Paulinas, 19/61; Comunidade Ecclesial de Base: na America Latina (Sao 
Paulo: Edigoes Paulinas, 1977); Modeios de Ig re ja  (Sao Paulo: Edigoes 
Paulinas, 1977); Missao Evangelizadora da Comunidade Eclesial (Sao 
Paulo: Edigoes Paulinas, l 9 / / f .  For a summarized discussion on BECs, 
see Jether Ramalho, "Basic Pupular Communities in B ra s il,"  EcR 29
(1977):395-401; A lfred T. Hennelly, "The Grassroots Church," in The 
Catholic Theological Society of America, Proceedings of the T h irty - 
Fourth Annual Convention (New York: Manhattan College, 1980), pp. 
183-188; A lo is io  Lorscheider, "Basic Ecclesial Communities in Latin  
America," AFER 19 (1977):142-148; Jose Libanio "Experiences with the 
Base Ecclesia) Communities in  B ra z il,"  LAD0C 12 (Nov/Dec. 1981):1-23; 
G o ttfried  Deelen, "The Church on Its  Bay to the People: Basic 
C hristian  Communities in  B ra z il,"  CrossCur (1981):385-408; J. 
Kerkhofs, "Basic Communities in  the Church," PMV 62 (Sept.1976):1 -31; 
James F. Bolger "Communi dades de Base in Theory and Praxis: A
R e a lis tic  Pastoral Option," DunwoodieR 14 (1974):22-42; Thomas C. 
Bruneau, "Basic C hristian Communities in  Latin America," in  Church 
and P o litic s  in Latin America, ed. Daniel H. Levine (Beverly Hi 1 Is: 
Sage Publications, 1980), pp. 225-237); idem, The Church in Brazil 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982): pp  ^ 127-155; Emi1io  N. 
Monti, "Comunidades Ecclesiales de Base," Cuadernos de Teologia 7 
(1980):5—18.
^ a r ie  Dominique Chenu, "A New B irth: Theologians of the 
Third World," in Tensions Between the Church of the F irs t  World and 
the Third World, ~pl TF, Bruneau, "Basic C hristian Communities in  
Latin  America," p. 236; see also J. Metz' positive  appraisal of the 
Basic Communities in The Emergent Church (New York: Crossroads,1981), 
pp. 82-94.
^Gutierrez, "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," pp. 108-110.
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the BECs are in fac t giving rise  to a new model of the Church: a
Church springing from below. In the the words of L. Boff, "a real
1 2 
ecclesiogenesis" has been taking place at the base lev e l, as a
corrective of tra d itio n a l m olithic and vertica l ecclesial structures.
The Basic Ecclesial Communities are small groups of some ten
to th ir ty  members, w ithin the parish area, stressing the active
p artic ip atio n  of a ll  in worship, re flec tio n  and action. They create
strong interpersonal bonds through a process of cooperation, and
3
sharing. Described by the Medellin Conference as "the f i r s t  and 
fundamental ecc les iastica l nucleus . . . the in i t ia l  c e ll of the
Leonardo Boff, "Theological Characteristics of a Grassroots 
Church," in The Challenge of Basic Christian Communities, p. 133- 
Boff argues th a t, by reproducing the dissymmetrical structure of the 
c a p ita lis t society, the Church ended up creating its  own ecc les ias ti­
cal block and "became the property of one class," i . e . ,  the rich and 
powerful (p. 136). Breaking the trad itio n a l t ie s , through the BECs 
the Church is  now recapturing "the orig inal import of C h ris tian ity ,"
i .  e . the p r io r ity  of the poor (pp. 133-134; also idem, Ig re ja  
Carisma e Poder, pp. 23-28).
^From the perspective of lib era tio n  theology, the word "base" 
or "base level" means the poor, oppressed, believing people. Gutier­
rez warns against the p o s s ib ility  of a mistaken in traeccles iastica l 
understanding of the term, i . e . ,  "base" in re la tio n  to the "apex" of 
the Church pyramid ("The Irruption  of the Poor," p. 116).
^Many see th is  type of grass-roots church formation as 
supported by Vatican I I ;  and Pope Paul V i's  Evangelii nuntiandi (see 
Kerkofs, "Basic Communities in the Church," pp. 4 -b i. TE received 
d e fin ite  approval from Latin American Bishops at Medellin and la te r  
f in a l confirmation at Puebla. In the decade separating the two 
conferences, the 8£Cs swelled from an estimated 100,000 to 150,000, 
most of them in B raz il; but constantly spreading throughout the 
continent, they are today found in a ll  Latin American nations (see 
“The Church of the Poor," Time, May 7, 1979, p. 88) .  The BECs, 
however, do not e x is t without opposition. (See Enrique Dussel and 
Felipe Espinosa, "Puebla: Cronica y h is to r ia ,"  Christus 44
(March-Apri1, 1979):26; Enrique Garcia Ahumada, "Catechesis in Latin  
America: A General Assessment," LumVit 39 (1984):219.
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ecclesiastical structures and the focus of evangelization . . . the 
most important source of human advancement and d e v e lo p m e n t,th e  
BECs flourish  among the people coming from the poorest s trata  of 
society. One finds them in rural areas and peripheral poor 
neighborhood in the large c it ie s .  The Puebla Conference interpreted  
them as “an expression of the Church's p referen tia l love for the poor
The Church in the Present-Day Transformation, p. 185. Facing 
an acute scarcity of priests  in  a continent or m illions of baptized 
but hardly evangelized Catholics, and rea liz in g  the inadequacy of 
tra d itio n a l structures to re la te  to the lower classes increasingly 
in d iffe re n t to the Church, many Catholic leaders came to the 
conclusion that the basic pastoral unit of the whole system—the 
parish—was no longer a viable incarnation of the local church (see 
Bruneau, "Basic C hristian Communities in Latin America, " pp. 
225-227; Guimaraes, Comunidades de Base no B ra s il, pp. 118-131; 
Sobrino, The True Church, pp. I i z -1 is ; . As an a lte rn a tive  for the 
local expression or the universal Church, the BECs, however, have 
introduced inevitab le  elements of tension with fundamental ecclesio- 
logical im plications, as indicated below:
ihe Parish Ihe ULC
1. Structure -h ierarch ical -democratic
2 . Doctrine -fundamental -not the main thing
tra d itio n Gospel
3. Run by -c le r ic s -la y  people
4. Emphasis la id  on -re lig io u s  practice -moral values
5. Social orig in -middle class and upper -lower s trata  of
layers of society society
6 . Sacraments -instruments of salvation -signs of salvation
7. Religious values -fo r  individual l i f e - fo r  common action
8 . Center of the Church -Rome- -the poor-
See Deelen, “The Church on i ts  Way to the People," p. 390; also Boff, 
"Ecclesiogenesis: Ecclesial Basic Communities," pp. 452-491. Tarcisio  
Beal observes, “The whole concept and re a lity  of the BECs represent a 
challenge to the pyramidal and centralized structure of the Catholic 
Church and th e ir  impact is  already being f e l t .  Every change 
introduced by the BECs tends to break down the monopoly of re lig ious  
power held by an aristocracy" ("Latin  America: A New Beginning fo r  
the Catholic Church," in In Words Commemorated—Essays Celebrating 
the Centennial of Incarnate word College, ed ., a iacoque Power 
LAustin: Best P rin ting Co., I98Z.I, p. 199). Bruneau, "Basic Christian  
Communities," pp. 233-235; Cook, "Base Ecclesial Community, 115).
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. . . centers of evangelization and moving forces of lib e ra tio n ."^
Arising larg e ly  in  response to  Latin American social and 
eccles ia l context, the BECs do not often fo llow  a uniform pattern , 
but they o ffe r  a broad spectrum o f c h arac te ris tics . The image of the 
Church th a t emerges from them, however, presents two basic
dimensions: one in tra e c c le s ia l, with strong emphasis on ecc les ia l
2 3renovation, best expressed by the idea of community. The second is
a secular dimension with emphasis on p o lit ic a l action toward l ib e r ­
a tion , a c h arac te ris tic  usually expressed by the notion of
4
m ilitan cy . I f  sometimes the impression is  given th a t lib e ra tio n  
theologians place a one-sided emphasis on the e x tra -e c c le s ia l/
^"Final Document," in Puebla and Beyond, # 643 and 96.
2
This trend includes: deemphasis of the sacraments; active
lay leadership; concern th a t the Church be a re a l, experencial com­
munity; formation of the Church "from ground up'1; rediscovery of the 
Scriptures, e tc . (Russel, pp. 311-320). In th is  lin e  o f thought the 
"Final Document" of Puebla emphasizes th a t the BECs provide more 
personalized in te rre la tio n s  (# 629) and evangelization (# 111); lead 
to  b e tte r understanding of the Word of God (# 640) and of the gospel 
(# 173); fo s te r commitment to C hristian  love (# 641); encourage the 
emergence of new types of lay m in is tries  (# 97, 629); provide an 
e ffe c tiv e  s ty le  o f catechesis fo r  the common people (# 629).
3
See Cook, The Expectation of the Poor, pp. 185-187.
4
Clodovis B off, "The Nature of Basic C h ris tia  Communities," 
in  Tensions between the Churches, pp. 57-58; Cook, "Base Ecclesial 
Community," pp. 191-196. H. Assmann even suggests th a t the BECs w ill  
provide " in fra -s tru c tu ra l" support fo r  g u e rrila  warfare (see 
Practical Theology of L iberation [London: Search Press, 1975], p. 
137). At Puebla the bishops rea lized  the th rea t o f the "instrument- 
a liz a tio n "  of the BECs by Marxists or by Marxist ideas (sea Hennely, 
"The Grassroots Church," pp. 183-184). Thus while Puebla hailed  the 
C hristians Communities as a means to  "promote re fle c tio n  of the 
social re a lity "  (see the "Final Document,"# 629) and fo s te r "greater 
commitment to  ju s tic e  w ithin the social m ilieu" (# 641), i t  also 
voiced c lear warnings against present dangers (see # 98; 261-263).
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secular function of the BECsJ the charge of " p o lit ic a l reductionism" 
would be an overs im p lifica tion  of a complex issue. While Gutierrez  
in s is ts  th a t the f i r s t  point o f reference of the BECs lie s  outside
ecc les ia l boundaries and is  to be found in  the world of the poor and
2
th e ir  struggle fo r  lib e ra tio n , there is  no deemphasis on fa ith  or 
re lig io u s  l i f e ,  since these elements must be incorporated in to  the 
l ib e ra tiv e  process. Here is  precisely where lie s  the revolutionary  
character of the BECs: they form a meeting ground fo r  the d ia le c tic a l 
re la tio n sh ip  of the p o lit ic a l and re lig io u s  dimensions of the 
oppressed and believing people, who, according to  G utierrez, are "one
4
and the same people."
^See Deelen, "The Church on its  way to the People," p. 387.
2"The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," p. 116.
^G utierrez, 112-119. In th is  context under the sub-heading 
"Who or What Are 'the Poor?" G utierrez underlines that the term 
"poor" has a "c o lle c tive  connotation and e n ta ils  an element of social 
c o n flic t"  ("The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," 112). For him "the iso lated  
poor does not ex is t"  (p. I l l ;  idem, "Two Theological Perspectives," 
p. 247). The poor are the oppressed class, the p ro le ta r ia t , "those 
who are deprived from the f r u i t  of th e ir  labor (p. 112) ,  and i t  is in 
these terms th a t they must be organized. Inseparably linked with th is  
dimension is  the character o f the people as "believing Christians" 
(pp. 113-114). When lib e ra tio n  theologians re fe r to  the poor as
"believing  C hris tians ," they speaking in  general terms (in  the same 
sense in  which Latin  America is  a "C hristian co n tin en t"). The 
"b e liev in g  people" are the m ajority  o f Latin  American poor, who 
express tn e ir  r e lig io s ity  through popular, fo lk  Catholicism, mixed 
with syncretic elements borrowed from indigenous and Afroamerican
cultures (see Cook, "Basic Ecclesial Community," p. 114). Liberation  
theologians discern in th is  popular r e lig io s ity  strong lib e ra tiv e  
elements which must be incorporated in to  the process of lib e ra tio n  
(Bonino, "Popu'ir P ie ty ,"  p. 154; Aldo B iiting," Dimensions of Popular 
Catholicism in  the Process of L ib eratio n ,"  RadRel 3 C1978]:37).
4G u tie rrez , "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," pp. 112-115; c f.
Clodovis B off,"  The Nature of Basic C hristian  Communities," p. 56.
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Defined as the "theology of libera tion  put in to  practice ,"* 
the BECs re ta in  the basic Unitarian vision of the new Latin American 
theology. They provide the practical arena where liberation  
methodology is  expressed. Since "the p o ss ib ility  of lib e ra tiv e  fa ith  
are bound up with th e ir  [the poor's] revolutionary capacity and vice 
versa," the stress fa l ls  on the d ia lec tica l character of the word- 
action in te rre la tio n sh ip . The revolutionary potential of the poor/ 
b eliever must be organized and developed. I t  is “in the service of 
such development," Gutierrez says, "that we are seeing the rise  of 
the Christian communities of the people and the people's Church, 
rooted in the poor."'*
Following the basic insight of the B razilian  educator, Paulo 
F re ire — according to whom the unjust system has distorted the 
exploited classes to such a degree that they not only are blind about 
th e ir  true s ituation but also have internalized  the oppressor's
This is  the d e fin itio n  of the B razilian  Bishop, Waldir 
Calheiros de Novais, a supporter of lib era tio n  theology (c f. "The 
Church of the Poor," Time, May 7, 1979, p. 88) .  Beal also notes the 
mutual correspondence and teaching experience between libera tion  
theology and the BECs ("Latin  America: A New Beginning," pp. 186-200; 
c f. Hannelly, "The Grassroots Church," p. 187). The conservative 
camp, however, sees the BECs exclusively as an instrument of 
ecclesia l renewal (Alfonso L. T ru jilo , "Basic Ecclesial Communities 
and Evangelization in Latin America," UMission 29 C19783:4-12).
2
GutiSrrez, ib id . ,  p. 114.
^ Ib id ., p. 114. For Gutierrez the BECs are "evangelizing 
cadres" made of persons who assume a function with the evangelization  
process (p. 118). "Evangelization" however, is  not lim ited to the 
proclamation of the word. I t  means also "the commitment to the poor 
and oppressed . . .  in th e ir  lives  and th e ir  struggles" ( ib id ) .  From 
G utierrez' discussion of the function of the BECs, i t  is clear that 
the process of conscientization th e ir  primary mission (p. 115).
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perspective and the low opinion they [the oppressors] have of them1- -
lid e ra tio n  theologians in s is t th a t the poor "being scarcely aware 
2
th a t they are men," need to experience at the psychological level an
Paulo F re lre , Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Seabury 
Press, 1973), p. 46. Beginning wltn the experience of his lite ra c y  
programs on behalf o f the impoverished peasants of Northeastern 
B ra z il, F re ire  elaborated an analysis of the "psychology of 
oppression," found in th is  book, o r ig in a lly  published in Portuguese 
in  1968. According to F re ire , the poor have been so thoroughly 
brainwashed by the oppressors that they do not re a lize  th e ir  human 
condition, th e ir  fundamental rig h t to  share in  the goods of the 
earth , and th e ir  p o s s ib ility  to  gain control of th e ir  own destin ies. 
They are turned in to  "yes people,” who have no self-esteem nor 
opinion of themselves (p. 49), accepting th e ir  s ituation  of
oppression fa ta l is t ic a l ly  and  ^passively (p. 48 ). F re ire  developed 
the notion of conscientizagao, or "awakening of conscience," a 
process in whicfi fWe oppressed are led, through interpersonal 
dialogue, not only to discover the meaning of th e ir  own humanity, 
worth, and place in  nature and society, but also to develop the 
capacity of c r i t ic a l ly  perceiving socia l, p o l i t ic a l ,  and economic 
contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of 
r e a li ty  (p. 19). See Paulo F re ire , "Education as Cultural Action," 
in  Luis Collonese ed. Conscientization fo r Liberation (Arlington: 
Goodway P rin tin g , 1971)j p[T 109-122. For a concise treatment of 
F re ire 's  main ideas, see Bennie E. Goodwin, "Education as Liberation: 
An Analysis of Paulo F re ire ,"  JIntThC 2 (1975):88-99. For a deeper 
analysis of F re ire 's  thought aria TTs implications fo r theological 
method, see McCann, pp. 164-175.
p
G utierrez, "L iberation, Theology and Proclamation," pp. 57- 
59. The assuption th a t the poor and exploited classes are "scarcely 
aware th a t they are men" has become the target of severe c rit ic is m  
from socio logist Peter L. Berger (Pyramids of S acrifice  [New York: 
Basic Books, 1974], pp. 111-118). According to Berger i t  involves a 
philosophical error ( i . e . ,  i t  assumes a h ierarchical view of 
consciousness, in which the masses, not understanding th e ir  own 
s itu a tio n , must be enlightned by selected higher-class individuals  
who presume "to know the tru th ") and a p o lit ic a l irony ( i . e . ,  those 
who embrace the method usually see themselves as genuine democrats, 
close to  "the masses" and emphatically " a n t ie l i t is t ) .  For Berger, no 
one is "more conscious" than anyone else: d iffe re n t individuals are 
conscious o f d iffe re n t things, and the poor person knows his world 
better than any outsider ever can. For a summary of Berger c r it ic is m , 
see "The False Consciousness of 'Consciousness R ais ing ',"  in Mission 
Trends, No. 4, ed. Gerald H. Anderson and Thomas F. StransKy (New 
York: P au lis t Press, 1979), pp. 96-110.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
e ffe c tive  lib e ra tio n . This must be accomplished through the process
2
of conscientization. Confirming this point, Miguez Bonino w rites:
The m obilization fo r "a popular uprising" and the takeover of 
power requires a serious and extended work of p o lit iz a tlo n  ot 
the masses, helping them to become aware of the contradiction  
of the system under which they su ffer.
At Medellin the bishops had spoken favorably of a program of
re lig ious and social conscientization, though one may wonder i f  they
re a lly  grasped the im plications of what they were subscribing to .^
Seizing upon the bishops' statements, but going beyond them,
G u tie rre z , A Theology of Liberatio n , p. 91.
2
For lib e ra tio n  theologians conscientization is  an indispens­
able pre-condition fo r revolutionary action. Severino Croatto 
remarks that "there 1s no lib era tio n  process without a previous stage 
of conscientization of the oppressed, the sole arch itect of his 
lib e ra tio n ,"  Liberacion y libertad  (Buenos Aires: Ediciones Mundo 
Nuevo, 1973), p. B4. through i t ,  "the oppressed person re jects  the 
oppressive consciousness which dwells in him, becomes aware of his 
s itu atio n , and finds his new language. He becomes, by himself, less 
dependent and fre e r , as he commits himself to the transformation and 
building up of society" (G utierrez, A Theology, p. 91). Since the 
process of conscientization "is  an awakening c f the c r it ic a l  
consciousness which produces an experience of social discontent" 
(John G. Devid, Christians, P o litics  and Violent Revolution 
[Maryknoll, N .Y.: Orbis Books, iy /b j,  p. iu u ,  as Berger notes, i t  is 
"the cognitive preparation fo r revolutionary action" (Pyramids of 
S ac rifice , p. 112).
3
Doing Theology, p. 141.
4
Medellin re fers  to conscientization as something addressed 
both to "oppressed sectors" ( the Church in tTie Present-day Transfor­
mation, pp. 47-48) and to "key men I to those at a decision­
making level" (p. 41 ). The evident contradiction is  that th is  
approach ignores F re ire 's  vision of a world divided between 
oppressors and oppressed.
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lib era tio n  theologians proposed a "conscienticizing evangelization,"^
a concept, which, to a great extent provides the ra tionale  fo r the 
2
basic communities. Through th is  enlightenment the BECs trig g er the 
process which w ill enable the poor to enter the h is to rica l process as 
responsible subjects capable of forging a tru ly  e g a lita r ia n , 
fra te rn a l and just society which is  the precondition fo r the 
emergence of a new man. 3
G utierrez, A Theology p. 116. Elsewhere Gutierrez c la r if ie s  
that "evangelization" must convey a p o lit ic a l dimension, which gives 
authentic ity  to the proclamation of the gospel ("The Irruption  of the 
Poor," p. 118), otherwise i t  w ill  be a “pseudo-evangelization" 
(Alvaro S arre iro , Basic Ecclesial Communities, p. 31).
2
McCann, Christian Realism, p. 170. A long a r t ic le  run by a 
well known B rasilian  newspaper on the BECs noted that "accused of 
being Communists or subversives, the Basic Communities have as one of 
th e ir  principal functions the development of a p o lit ic a l conscious­
ness and the awakening of the people to become aware of th e ir  r ig h ts . 
This unleashes a process of c r it ic a l  re flec tio n  on the re a li ty  of 
local problems and the causes of th is  re a lity "  ( “Comunidades 
Eclesiais  de Base," Jornal do Brasil [May 14, 1978], p. 6 ) .  See A.
Lorscheider, "Basic tc c ie s ia s tic a i communities in Latin America," p.
144. For many, the 8ECs are "schools fo r those who w il l  forge 
history" (Berryman, The Religious Roots of Rebellion, p. 334)
3Guti§rrez in s is ts  tha t the ultim ate goal "beyond—or rather 
through the struggle against misery, in ju s tic e , and exp lo ita tion  
. . . is  the creation of a new man" (A Theology of L iberation, p. 
158; c f. pp. 91, l i u .  in nee the present structure or c a p ita lis t  
society, resting on the assumption that men are not fundamentally 
equal, is  the root cause in keeping the poor deprived of his human 
d ig n ity , i t  is  only when th is  structure is  broken that the new man
w ill  emerge. For G utierrez the advent of the “new man” w ill  be
possible only w ithin a s o c ia lis t system ( ib id . ,  p. 127). He reacts 
against the notion that i t  is  useless to change structures i f  man's 
heart is  not changed. " I t  is  only a h a lf tru th ,"  he argues, "because 
i t  disregards the fa c t that man's 'h eart' is also transformed by 
changing the social and cu ltu ra l structures" (The Praxis of L iber­
a tio n ,"  p. 382; Miguez Bonino. Doing Theology, p. 4 0 ). Gutierrez does 
not maintain that the creation or a new society, freer and more 
human, w ill  autom atically make man less s e lfis h , but ins is ts  that in  
such a society " i t  w ill be more possible to work re a lis t ic a l ly  toward
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As in F re ire 's  pedagogy, the BECs w ill  help the poor to  move
from naivete to an increasingly c r it ic a l  analysis o f the structures
th a t constitu te  and leg itim ate  oppression, including tra d itio n a l
C h ris tia n ity . This "ris in g  consciousness" in the context of the
BECs, however, moves beyond F re ire 's  methodology which--as a
restatement of Marx's c ritiq u e  of re lig io n  J --c o u ld  not see re lig io n
as a lib e ra tiv e  fo rce . Contrary to  Marxist conclusions th a t re lig io n
is  only an a lienating  influence wholly at the service of the dominant
classes, keeping the oppressed ignorant of th e ir  true re a li ty  and
giving them fa ls e  consolation fo r th e ir  present sufferings,
lib e ra tio n  theologians are determined to re fu te  such c ritic is m  by
engaging Scripture and C hristian symbols as lib era tin g  forces in the
2
p ro le ta r ia t 's  struggle.
human s o lid a r ity  than i t  is  in a society torn asunder by in iq u ity"  (A 
Theology, p. 112). Not surpris ing ly , socialism seems to be understood 
as the only a lte rn a tiv e  fo r Christians in  Latin America (see p. 48, 
110-111). Hans Kiing. however, has c r it ic iz e d  lib e ra tio n  theologians 
on th is  point, observing th a t although "a C hristian can be a 
s o c ia lis t . . . [he] i_s not bound to be a so c ia lis t"  (On Being a 
C h ris tian , p. 567).
^McCann, C hristian Realism, p. 170. McCann poses a strong 
c r it ic is m  to 1ib e ra tio n 's  appropriation of F re ire 's  concept of 
conscientization . F re ire 's  theory, which is  a secular ideology that 
reduces a l l  r e a l i ty  to h is tory  and permits no genuine re lig ious  
transcendence, is  hardly compatible with C hristian  evangelization. 
Hence lib e ra tio n  theology seems doomed from the outset by too closely  
id e n tify in g  i t s e l f  w ith a p a rtic u la r ideology of social change and by 
leaning too heavily on a secular view of h istory (see McCann, pp. 
164-172).
2
G utierrez points out th a t in the BECs, "the p rivate  owners 
of the goods o f th is  world cease to  be the owners of the gospel" 
(Faith  as Freedom," p. 58 ). These "rebellious communities," he goes 
on, are communities in which the dispossessed can re a liz e  a social 
appropriation o f the gospel" ( i b i d . ) .  The re lig io u s  fac to r that
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Consistent w ith the movement's frame of reference, lib era tio n  
theology's conscientizing evangelization reinforces the fa ith  o f the 
BECs that the lib e ra tin g  God of the Bible is  especially  concerned 
with them and th e ir  struggles.^ To overcome the fa t a l is t  and passive 
attitudes ingrained in  th e ir  minds, considerable a ttrib u tes  are 
assigned to the poor. To chem i t  is  to ld  that they must not resign 
themselves to th e ir  lo t ,  fo r  God is  on th e ir  side, an affirm ation  
which becomes a d is tin c tiv e  methodological p rin c ip le  validated by 
l ib e ra tio n is t use of the Exodus story and other b ib lic a l narratives. 
The poor, i t  is  contended, are the true "People of God," the 
p riv ileg ed , i f  not exclusive, locus of God's reve la tio n .^  Not
tra d it io n a lly  has been used by the oppressor to  ju s t ify  the existing  
social order must be converted in to  a weapon fo r lib e ra tio n  (see 
G utierrez, "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," p. 113-115).
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 116; Gutierrez, "Two Theological 
Perspectives," p. 24 /; c f . Mccann, p. 171.
2
The affirm ation  that God is  on the side o f the poor is  an 
underlying assumption of lib e ra tio n  theology (G utierrez, "Two 
"Theological Perspectives," p. 247; McAfee Bra*i, Theology in a New Key, p. 
61; B arreiro , Basic Ecclesial Communities, p. 24). Mainly under the 
influence of lib e ra tio n  theology, the conviction of God's bias toward 
the poor has emerged in  theological and b ib lic a l studies with such 
impetus th a t, as Sam A. Portaro notes, i t  seems to be "turning up 
everywhere as a new ra lly in g  cry fo r social ju s tice "  (" Is  God 
Prejudiced 1n Favor of the poor," ChrCent 102 C1985]:40).
"’I .  Boff, "Theological C haracteris tics ," p. 134; see below. 
According to Sobrino "the S p ir it  is  present in the poor ex opere 
operato" (The True Church, p. 95 ). I t  means th a t "the S p ir it  
manifests himself in the poor and th a t they are therefore structural 
channels fo r  finding the tru th  of the Church and the d irec tion  and 
content of i ts  mission" ( ib id . ) .  Hardly surprising fo r  Sobrino, the 
poor are the a "new Magisteriurn" of the Church ( ib id ) .
4
G utierrez, "South American Theology," p. 116; Miranda, Marx 
and the B ib le , p. 48; see above.
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only are they the special addressees of the gospel message,^ they 
also are i ts  bearers, those "who evangelize and build up the
3
Church." For being poor, they are "righteous," and the subject
ca rrie rs  c f the kingdom.^ In the BECs, Berryman remarks in a recent 
a r t ic le ,  the poor hear the b ib lic a l te x t: "Blest are you poor; the 
reign of God is  yours. Blest are you who hunger; you shall be f i l l e d .  
Blest are you who are weeping; you shall laugh" applied in  a very
5
radical th is -w o rld ly  sense.
G utierrez, "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," p. 120; G utierrez  
not only argues that Jesus' message "entailed an inescapable 
preference fo r the poor" (p. 117), but also that his teachings move 
"from the poor to the poor" (p. 121). Consequently, "there is a 
transcendental corre la tion  between the Good News and the poor" 
(Sobrino, The True Church, pp. 120-121); E. Gethi, Rich Church— Poor 
Church (New York: Orbis Books, 1974), p. 43. Ju lio  de Santa Ana 
states that the poor are the true  "evangelists who bear C h ris t, 
Chri stophoros" (Towards a Church of the Poor, 164).
2
Pablo Richard, "The Latin  American Church," p. 42; Sobrino,
The True Church, p. 121; G utierrez, "The Irru p tio n ,"  p. 121.
3
G utierrez, ib id . ,  p. 12.
4See below, p. 203, According to E. Dussel, "only he who opts 
fo r the poor can be saved." “An In ternational D ivision of labor,"  
Foundations, 24 (1980):385. This option, i t  must be kept in  mind, is  
expresses ’ n class struggle (G utierrez, "The Praxis of L iberation ,"  
p. 382; see the a r t ic le  "iQue Queda de la  Opcion per los Pobres?" in
La Ig le s ia  de los pobres en America Central, ed. P. Richard and G.
Melendez [3an Jose: lit 1 , 1982 J, ppl 1Z7-133). Involvement in  the 
struggles of the poor thus seems to become the very norm of access to  
the kingdom. L iberation theologians a ffirm  a u n iv e rs a lis tic  view of 
salvation , i . e . ,  i t  is  fo r  a l l ,  believers and nonbelivers a lik e .  
There is  no doubt that God w il l  grant salvation to Marxists, since 
lib e ra tin g  the oppressed they are re a lly  doing God's work. However, 
there seems to be some doubt th a t a l l  Christians w il l  be saved, since 
th e ir  m ajority are not measuring up to the standard of divine  
judgment, i . e .  "our capacity to  create brotherly  conditions of l i fe "  
(G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 198-99; Vree, "Christian Marxists" p. 42).
5P h ilip  Berryman, "Basic Christian Communities and the Future
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Id e n tifie d  with the poor of the Gospels, the oppressed
class, the p ro le ta r ia t , autom atically becomes the h e ir of the kingdom
of God,  ^ which in turn to some extent, is id e n tif ie d  with the
revolutionary struggle. Not surpris ing ly , GutiSrrez in a fashion that
re c a lls  Marx's vision of the p ro le ta r ia t , affirm s th a t "the fu ture  of
2
h istory belongs to the poor and exp lo ited ." They "are the force
3
th a t transform h is to ry ."  The Unitarian vision o f the themes of 
" lib era tio n "  and "salvation ," "evangelization" and "conscientization"  
thus converge establishing a powerful re lig ious  leg itim ation  for 
whatever revolutionary praxis the BECs may deem necessary.
As a kind of "revolutionary vanguard," the BECs, as we 
noticed e a r l ie r ,  are to channel the aspirations of lib e ra tio n  
expressed in  popular re lig io n  in to  the struggle fo r lib e ra tio n . As 
part of the same process, an attempt is  also made to incarnate 
b ib lic a l re fle c tio n  and re lig io u s  symbols in to  the socio-economic and 
cu ltu ra l r e a l i ty .  The BECs thus create a "hermeneutic of the people," 
in  which Scripture is  used to re f le c t  on concrete r e a l i ty  having its  
message "actualized , applied to  l i f e  s itu atio n s, confronted with
4
r e a lity :  basic needs, su ffe rin g , r ig h ts , s truggle." According to
o f Latin America," MonthlyR 36 (1984):32.
^Dussel, "The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 124; c f . below.
2G utierrez, A Theology, p. 208.
3
G utierrez, "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," p. 121. The Marxist 
notion of the p ro le ta r ia t as those having the seeds of the fu tu re , 
seems to  mark G utie rrez1 statement. We return to th is  issue la te r .
4Clodovis Boff, "The nature," p. 56.
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Carlos Mesters, the BECs are bringing a reappropriation o f Scripture
by the poor, 1 who, "mixing l i f e  in  with the B ib le , and the Bible in  
2
with l i f e , "  are "making up th e ir  own version of the Bible of the
3
Poor," which in turn  becomes a source of in s p ira tio n , commitment 
and m ilitance 1n the struggle fo r lib e ra tio n . S crip tu re , in short, 
provides less the basis fo r  e th ica l arguments than a model of 
h is to ric a l discernment. This approach to S crip tu re , ev idently , 
departs from the way in  which the Bible was used in  tra d itio n a l 
C hristian  theology, yet i t  is  consistent with the sophistication of
4
lib e ra tio n  theologians' hermeneutic c irc le .
I f  the process of conscientization includes p o s itive ly  a
Masters affirm s that in the BECs, "the Bible has shifted its  
place and moved to the side o f the poor," "The Use of the Bible in 
C hristian  Communities o f the Commun People," in The Challenge of 
Basic C hristian Communities, p. 207.
Ib id . ,  p. 206. I f  the " liv e s , experiences and struggles" of 
the poor are the only hermeneutical c r it e r ia  to  in te rp re t the te x t,  
(p. 203), i t  is  not surprising th a t the Bible in  the BECs is  seen as 
a m irror: "They [the poor] look in tha t m irro r, see th e ir  own faces, 
and say: we are Abraham! We are in  Egypt! We are in  bondage!" (pp. 
203, 205). In th is  process of in te rp re ta tio n , as Master affirm s la te r  
" l i f e  takes the f i r s t  place" (p. 209). Such an approach to  Scripture, 
however, poses the permanent danger of subjectivism  and mechanic 
application of the te x t .
^ Ib id .,  p. 201. This in te rp re ta tio n  of the B ib le , marked by 
a tendency to give p o lit ic a l  tone to b ib lic a l events or to  h igh light 
only th e ir  p o lit ic a l aspects, has provided in s p ira tio n  fo r  the BECs* 
active  support of revo lutionary forces. Bible symbols, such as the 
kingdom, the Exodus, death-resurrection , become "mediations" fo r  
rad ical involvements, fo r  example, as in  the case o f the Nicaraguan 
revolution (see Berryman, "Basic Communities," pp. 37-39; C. Krauss, 
"Their ' ib le  is  the B ib le ,"  The Nation, July 3, 1982, pp. 7 -10 ).
4See below, pp. 207-214.
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re in te rp re ta tio n  or re-reading of Scripture from the perspective of 
the poor, negatively i t  presupposes a deideologizing of C hristian
sym bol, doctrines and m o ra lity ,*  which are seen as oppressive or as
2
obstacles fo r lib e ra tin g  forces. In fa c t, deideologization is 
followed by re id eo lo g iza tio n . Accordingly, C hristian love is  not 
necessarily opposed to  s truggle , even class struggle."* Salvation and 
lib e ra tio n  are complementary r e a l i t ie s .  Conversion is  fundamentally 
"conversion to  the neighbour. " 4 Sin is  more a social and h is to rica l
c
fa c t ,  and the struggle to  bu ild  a ju s t society is  perceived as an 
in tegra l and indispensable part of the growth of the kingdom.
According to a document drawn up by a group of Christians  
fo r  Socialism at a meeting in  Peripfian, Spain in 1974, "the bourgeois 
ideology th a t has saturated the fa ith  of a somnolent people and has 
paralyzed i t  when revolutionary choices are to be made . . . must be 
contested" ("Cristianos por el Socialismo: Un Camino definitivam ent 
a b ie rto ,"  in F ierro  and Mate, Cristianos por el Socialismo, p. 227). 
Another document brings under suspicion the en tire  dogmatic teaching 
o f the Church as the ideology o f the status quo ("iQu® es Cristianos  
por el Socialismo?" in  F ie rro  and Mate, p. 178; also Los Cristianos y 
el Socialismo [Buenos Aires: Sieglo Veintiuno, 1973], p. 230).
2
C hristian doctrines and r e a li t ie s  which do not express 
significance or hold p a rtic u la r reference to the oppressed in th e ir  
struggle fo r lib e ra tio n , though not re jected , are transformed and 
given a new content b e tte r re la ted  to the immediate in terests  o f the 
poor (fo r a c lear example, see Simon S. Maimela "The Atonement in. the 
Context o f Liberation Theology," JThSoAfrica 39 [19823:45-55). Tra­
d it io n a lis t  approaches to  1itu rg y , regarded as "backward looking and 
involving the danger o f consolidating and sanctifying the status 
quo," must assume lib e ra tio n is t  forms of expression (see Santa Ana, 
Towards a Church of the Poor, pp. 167-179; Berryman's discussion of 
"L iberation and the Meaning of C hristian  Symbols," in  Theology in the 
Americas, pp. 43-49; see K liev e r, The Shattered Spectrum, p. 91).
3
See Berryman, "Basic Communities," p. 33.
4
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 194.
C
We return to lib e ra tio n  theologians' notion of sin la te r .
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The Kingdom, the Church, and the Poor
Attempting to c la r ify  the re la tionsh ip  between the Kingdom
and h is to ry ,1 the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern
World, Gaudium et Spes, remarked:
Earthly progress must be c a re fu lly  distinguished from the 
growth of C h ris t's  kingdom. Nevertheless, to the extent that 
the former can contribute to the better ordering of-human 
society, is  of v ita l concern to the kingdom of God.
As is  generally common in c o n c ilia r texts dealing with con­
tro v e rs ia l issues, the language here appears ambiguous and makes room
T ra d itio n a lly  th is  re la tionsh ip  was conceived in terms of
(1) a monism, in  which the d iv ine and secular h istory were id e n ti­
f ie d , o F T Z T a  d u a lis tic  v is io n , with a c lear d is tin c tio n  between the 
two h is to ries  (see Peter Hiinermann, "Reign of God," in  Sacramentun 
Mundi, ed. K. Rahner, e t .  a l . [New York: Herder and Herder], Vo I . 
5:233-240; Miguez Bonino, "Reino de Dios e h is to r ia : reflexiones  
para una re flex io n  del tema," in  Reino de Dios y America Latina, ad. 
Rene P a d illa  [El Paso: Casa Bautista de Publicaciones, 1975], pp. 
7 -1 6 ). While the f i r s t  approach--to use Christological language—was 
marked by a monophysist tendency (confusion between the divine and 
the human), the second was characterized by a Nestorian in c lin a tio n  
(extreme separation between the divine and the human). See Adolfo 
Gonsalez Montes, "Reino de Dios e ig le s ia  de Jesucristo: Una aproxi- 
macion al problema desde el actual contexto teo log ico ," DialEcumenico 
8 (1973 ):45 -58 . A fter World War I I ,  new developments took place. On 
the Protestant side, through the influence of Barthianism, the 
kingdom came to symbolize God's eschatological g i f t ,  a concept marked 
by the idea of incarnation and service (c f . Miguez Bonino, "iComo 
actua Dios en la  h istoria?" CuadernosTeol 15 [1966]:255-262). In 
more recent times, under the influence of Bonhoeffer, Cox, and 
Lehmann, the kingdom has been understood mainly in terms of God's 
presence in  h is to ry . On the Catholic side a s im ila r process was 
occurring among theologians o f the nouvelle theo log ie , who in th e ir  
attempt to  overcome a metaphysical and s ta tic  fhomistic approach to 
h is to ry , exerted considerable influence on the decisions of Vatican 
I I .  See McBrien, Catholicism, pp. 1120-1124; P an telis , Reino de Dios 
pp. 111-135).
Gaudium e t Spes, no. 39, in Abbott, The Documents o f Vatican 
I I ,  p. 2 3 /, emphasis supplied.
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fo r two d iffe re n t lines of in te rp re ta t io n .1 The f i r s t  part of the 
te x t poses a d is tin c tio n  between divine and secular h is to ry , w ith the
underlying idea of separation between the church and the world of
p o lit ic s . The second p a rt, however, stresses a close re la tio n
between both h is to rie s , "earth ly  progress is  o f v ita l  concern to the
O
kingdom,"  an in te rp re ta tio n  which opened new avenues fo r  the
presence of the Church in secular h is tory .
In i ts  attempt to  tra n s la te  the c o n c ilia r thought to the Latin  
American r e a l i ty ,  the Medellin Conference did not succeed in  
overcoming the ambiguity o f Vatican I I .  While stressing the second
This ambiguity was c le a r ly  perceived by Karl Barth a fte r  the 
Council was closed. Entretiens a Rome apres le  concile (Neuchatel, 
Delachaux et N ies tle , 1967), p. l-or an exegesis of th is  con­
tro vers ia l te x t ,  see Joseph Ratzinger, Theological H ighlights of 
Vatican I I  (New York: P aulist Press, 1966), pp. l4 t f ;  Y. Congar and 
W. Peuchmaurd, ed. La ig le s ia  en el mundo de hoy: Constitucion 
pastoral "Gaudium et Spes" (Madrid: raurus, 19 /0 ), vois. 1-3; Juan 
luTs Segundo, Grace and Human Condition (Maryknoll, N .Y.: Orbis 
Books, 1973), ppl 136f t ;  Segundo, "Hacia una exegesis dinamica," pp. 
77-84; G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 168-172.
This emphasis seems to  ind icate  that the end pursued in  both 
cases is  the same, and the c r ite r ia  fo r the Church renewal come from 
the humanization process of society. In agreement with th is  lin e  of 
thinking one finds in Vatican I I  texts a d iscreet re je c tio n  of the 
doctrine of "two realms:" there are not "two separate orders" but one 
"and the same grace raises human beings to a supernatural leve l"  (see 
Gaudium et Spes, nos. 22, 24 and 29). P ara lle l to  th is  in d ica tio n , 
the concept of kingdom came to  occupy a central place in  w ritings on 
p o lit ic a l theology as the b ib lic a l notion which most d ire c tly  re la tes  
to the aspirations fo r social ju s tic e , revolutionary change and a 
utopian fu tu re . As C. Sugden notes, "The kingdom of God is  the key 
category fo r  approaching the question o f p o lit ic a l theology" ("A 
D iffe re n t Dream: Jesus and Revolution," ThStFlBul 71 [19753:15; c f . ,  
J. Andrew K irk , "The Kingdom, the ChurcTi and a Distressed World," 
Chmn 94 [1980]: 126-144). See the o f f ic ia l  report of the Third World 
Conference on Mission and Evangelism, held in Melbourne, may 1980, in 
Your Kingdom Come (Geneva: World Council o f Churches, 1980).
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lin e  of in te rp re ta tio n  in  the document on poverty, the Conference 
retained the f i r s t  1n the document on peace.1 Unhappy w ith th is  
imprecise position, lib e ra tio n  theologians have consistently  adopted 
the second in te rp re ta tio n , the le c tio  d i f f i c i l i o r , o f Gaudium et 
Spes.
The discontinuity  between kingdom and general h is to ry , between
the building of the kingdom and action on so cio p o litica l structures  
2
must be abandoned. Strong emphasis, thus, is  placed on the social 
and p o lit ic a l dimension of the kingdom, with the underlying stress on 
the ro le  of human e f fo r t  in  the p o lit ic a l realm. "The growth of the 
Kingdom," Gutierrez argues, " is  a process which occurs h is to r ic a lly  
in  lib e ra tio n , insofar as lib e ra tio n  means a greater fu lf i l lm e n t of 
man."^ Even though the coming of the kingdom and the build ing up of
^ e e  The Church in Present-day Transformation, pp. 172-179,
46-57.
2
Although lib e ra tio n  theologians d if fe r  in  emphasis in th e ir  
approach to  th is  question, the common denominator in  th e ir  concep­
tions is  tha t the kingdom and h is to ric a l lib e ra tio n  have the same 
eschatological end (see G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 21-37, 72, 212; 
MTguez Bonino; Doing Theology, pp. 132-163; also idem, "Reino de Dios 
e h is to r ia : reflexiones para una re flex io n  del tema," pp. 3-23; 
Assmann,Opresion-Liberacion, p. 154; idem, "P o lit ic a l Commitment in  
the Context of the C1 ass Struggle," Con 84 C1973]:93-101; idem, 
Theology of a Nomad Church pp, 67-68 ). For an extended analysis of 
the kingdom-history re la tio n  as a rticu la te d  by the main lib e ra tio n  
theologians, see P ante lis , Reino de Dios, pp. 160-220. Appealing to 
some tex ts  of Vatican I I ,  they can argue th a t the basic theological 
foundation of th e ir  position is  not heteredox (see Segundo, The 
Liberation of Theology, p. 143).
3
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 177. For lib e ra tio n  theologians 
there is  an in tr in s ic  re la tio n  between s in , salvation , and the kingdom 
on the one hand, and the h is to r ic a l process and struggle fo r  socio­
p o lit ic a l freedom on the other. G utierrez defends th is  connection on 
the basis a three in te rre la te d  leve ls  o f lib e ra tio n : (1) lib e ra tio n
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a ju s t society are d is t in c t , they are mutually a ffecting  levels of 
the same r e a l i ty  and parts of a single all-emcompassing s a lv if ic  
process. I f  the kingdom is  not to be equated to  temporal progress, 
without lib e ra tin g  h is to rica l events, there would be no growth of the
kingdom.^ The struggle fo r ju s tic e  is  the struggle fo r and the
2
precondition o f the Kingdom o f God. Therefore, i t  is in  the active  
commitment to  the construction of a new "h is to rica l project" th a t men 
p a rtic ip a te  in the creation of the kingdom by bringing about the 
l ib e ra tio n  of men in  h is to ry .
. ^  ' 1 ' _  t r-, a ^  ■, • *-• W— r, ^  -m n  ■ # . r* -» r— p,  ^.MW . r» o o . r n u r « n n ■ is c c un a ( l w
I I mil UIIC ow l I l JilllCdO UI J ill} \ C. / VIIV. U jp  li UU ■ WM V* VHW wppi WJWOM • V.
lib e ra tio n , and (3) the h is to ric a l process o f lib e ra tio n  culminating  
in  a q u a lita t iv e ly  new society (chap. 2 ). The clue to  understanding 
the un ity  of the three levels of lib e ra tio n  is  the concept of u top ia , 
located a t an interm ediate level where fa ith  and p o lit ic a l action  
enter in to  meaningful re la tio n  through the common h is to rica l p ro ject 
o f the creation of a new man in a new society (pp. 232-239. See 
Gudorf, Catholic Social Teachings, pp. 61, 6 2 ). Utopia, according to  
modern science and as L. Boff, remarks, "does not have the negative 
meaning of i l lu s io n  or f l ig h t  from the c o n flic tiv e  r e a li ty  of the 
world. I t  possesses a highly positive  depth and s ig n ifie s  th a t . . . 
Man can r is e  above his own h is to ric a l constructions and pro ject a 
not-yet-experienced but s t i l l  possible re a lity "  ("Statement by L. 
B off," Theology in  the Americas, p. 295). From th is  perspective, "The 
utopia of the Kingdom of God . . . surpasses the to t a l i t y  o f the
concrete forms o f th is  world in  function o f another, more human and
more open to the coming of God" ( ib id ) .
G u tie r re z , A Theology, 176-177.
2
Ib id . ,  p. 168. The kingdom of God is  iden tica l with the 
struggle of lib e ra tio n  as fa r  as i ts  mechanism of fu lfilm e n t is  
concerned. I t  is  d is tin c t from the process insofar as the complete 
fu lf ilm e n t o f the kingdom is  always fu ture  and always reveals present 
achievement as provisional, impermanent, and incomplete (pp. 153, 
168, 177, 198-199, 255). I t  appears th a t th is  is  the only
d isco n tin u ity  th a t is  maintained by lib e ra tio n  theology ( i . e .  the 
d iscontinu ity  between the perfection of a continually  reprojected  
kingdom—utopia— and the imperfection of a l l  i t s  h is to ric a l manifes­
ta tio n s  (see Knapp, "C ritique: Miguez Bonino, G utie rrez," p. 131).
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In fa c t ,  according to  Segundo, "the view th a t man, on a 
p o lit ic a l as well as individual basis constructs the kingdom of God 
here and now,"  is  "common and basic fo r  a ll  lib e ra tio n  theologians."1 
Thus, while progressive European and North American theology are
c r it ic iz e d  fo r  obscuring the sense of human re sp o n s ib ility  in the
2
p o lit ic a l arena lib e ra tio n  theologians see a causal re lationship
between the growth o f the kingdom and men's p o lit ic a l action oriented
toward humanization and lib e ra tio n . What happens in a lib era tio n
process, Segundo in s is ts , is  an in tegral part o f the growth of the
kingdom and not--as  argued by Europeans Moltmann and M etz--just
3
an "analogical image."
Seen from the perspective of lib e ra tio n  theology, "earthly  
progress," and the "growth o f the kingdom," is  understood prim arily
Segundo, "Capitalism and Socialism ," p. 112, emphasis sup­
p lie d . G utierrez, however, as a creative  and subtle th in ker, holds a
more complex position . Attempting to protect man's autonomy and free  
c re a t iv ity , he wants to say th a t the kingdom is  a work of man (A 
Theology, p. 122); on the other hand, to protect God's sovereignty he 
underlines th a t i t  is  above a ll  a g i f t  of God (p. 177). Thus while 
affirm ing  that " p o lit ic a l lib e ra tin g  event is  the growth of the
kingdom and is  a s a lv if ic  event; he stresses~*that th is  is  not the 
coming of theTcingdom, not a l1 of salvation ( ib id ) .
2
Ib id . 112-115. Segundo sees the n e u tra lity  of recent
p o lit ic a l  theologies (both Catholic and Protestant) towards p o lit ic a l 
choices as a re s u lt of the influence of two central doctrines of 
Lutheran theology: Luther's thesis  of ju s t if ic a t io n  by fa ith  without 
work (p. 112), and the doctrine of the "two kingdoms" (The Liberation  
o f Theology, pp. 142-146) In  recent times these stances have been 
charged as responsible fo r  the d e p o lit ic iz a tio n  o f the fa ith  in a 
p o s itive  sense, leading to  sociopo litica l quietism and evasion, and 
providing an "ideology o f reaction" to  conservative groups (c f. Cox, 
The Secular C ity , pp. 107-110; James S. Preus, "The P o lit ic a l Function 
o f Luther's Doct'rina," ConTheolMonthly 43 [ 1972]r595-5S9) .
3
Segundo, "Capitalism -Socialism ," pp. 112-115. Liberation
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as the lib e ra tio n  and humanization of the oppressed from th e ir  
shocking state  o f a lien a tio n , a s ituation  in  f l a t  contradiction to 
the values of the kingdom of God, to  which the church must witness 
and herald. Thus, as Jesus' proclamation of the kingdom, framed w ithin  
the eschatological expectations o f his times, was expressed in  
lib e ra tin g  deed, today the message o f the kingdom must be grasped in  
the lig h t of present experience. In contemporary Latin America, 
Leonardo Boff asserts, the kingdom “expresses a people's utopian 
longing fo r  lib e ra tio n  from everything that e lienates them: pain, 
hunger, in ju s tic e , death.
theologians re je c t Metz' "eschatological proviso" expressed by the 
notion th a t the church must re la t iv iz e  any form of p o lit ic a l  
absolutism (A Theology of the World, p. 134), as an "ideological 
d is to rtio n " (c f . McCann, C hristian Realism, p. 175). The church must 
take a stand on v ita l issues facing the human fam ily , at least opting 
fo r the overa ll structure w ith in  which these issues w ill  be solved, 
i . e . ,  socialism ra ther than a c a p ita lis t ic  society (Segundo,
"Capitalism -Socialism ," pp. 1 1 2 ff). Liberation theologians opt fo r a 
s o c ia lis t social order not only as the only v iab le  form of social
l i f e  fo r Latin  Americans, but also as an active  h is to rica l
co rre la tio n  of the kingdom (see G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 111-112; 
Mfguez Bonino, "Reino de Dios" p. 21; Segundo, Masa y mi norias, p. 
108). Thus, one is  e as ily  inclined to in fe r that fo r 1 ideration  
theologians not only the dualism between the l i f e  o f fa ith  and 
temporal works, but also the dualism or pluralism  of d iffe re n t  
p o lit ic a l options should d e fin ite ly  be abolished. This tendency to  
find  a p a ra lle l between C hristian eschatology and the s o c ia lis t
p ro jec t, however, can be understood as the re su lt of contemporary 
de-emphasis on the transcendent dimensions of the kingdom of God and 
simultaneous stress on "a this-worldly condition of rea lized  humanism" 
(see Andrija Kresic, "The Kingdom of God and Communism," JecSt 15 
C1978]:38-40; c f .  Vree, "Christian M arxists," pp. 37-47).
^L. B off, "Salvation in  Jesus C hrist and the Process of 
L ib eratio n ,"  Cone 96 (1974):81-99. As a transforming force , the 
kingdom must overcome s in , not only personal s in , but sin in  i ts  
social and c o lle c tiv e  dimensions (Sobrino, Christology, p. 53). For 
G utierrez, the announcement of the kingdom presupposes the defense of 
the poor and the punishement o f oppressors (A Theology, 167).
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To avoid the danger of s p ir itu a liz a t io n , an approach which
tra d it io n a lly  has minimized C hristian presence in  the real world and
led to  moral p ass iv ity , lib e ra tio n  theologians, as one might expect,
p a ra lle l w ith the attempt to overcome a centuries-o ld  dualism and
d iscontinu ity  between the kingdom of God and general h is to ry ,
manifest a very d is tru s tfu l a ttitu d e  towards any fu ture-oriented
eschatology. Miranda, more fo rth r ig h t in his treatment of the
eschaton than other Latin American theologians, contends th a t the
kingdom comes on e a r th .1 With C hrist "the new age has already been
( fu l ly )  established, and we are therefore free . . .  to  practice th a t
real ju s tice  which, through our commitment to our fe llow  human
2
beings, w ill  eventually bring the eschatological kingdom." In Latin
Miranda, Marx and the B ib le, pp. 202ff; c f .  J. Miranda 
Marx Against the Marxists (M aryknoll, N .Y.: Orbis Books, 1978), pp. 
264-284; Communism in the Bible (Maryknoll, N .Y.: Orbis Books, 1982), 
pp. 12-171 cTl G utierrez, R Theology, p. 167. For a summary of 
Miranda's attempt to elaborate a rea lized  eschatology, see "The 
Kingdom W ill Come," in  Kirk Liberation Theology, pp. 136-140. For 
Miranda "only a rea lized  eschatology makes possible a practica l 
obedience to God's transcendent word of challenge to bring into  being 
a world-order of ju s tic e , peace and brotherhood" ( ib id . ,  p. 136). 
When the emphasis fa l ls  on the "not y e t ,"  he contends, the urgency of 
the present praxis of ju s tic e , and the work fo r actual radical 
changes in man's present s itu a tio n , tend to be removed or to become 
re la t iv e . Although the notion of a "realized  eschatology" is  not new 
(fo r a summary and bibliography see Norman P errin , The Kingdom of God 
in the Teachings of Jesus [Philadelph ia: Westminster Press, 1963], 
pp. 58-78), Miranda's exegetical approach, emerges in  response to  a 
new m otivation: i .e . , t h e  need of lib e ra tin g  the poor.
Miranda, Marx and the B ib le , 211. Miranda argues th a t the 
great s im ila r ity  between Marx and the Bible is  hope in  an eschaton. 
Both believe th a t ju s tice  w ill  be atta ined in th is  world (p. 7T7; 
see F ie rro 's  c r it iq u e  to Miranda on th is  po in t, The M ilita n t Gospel, 
p 373; c f . Arthur McGovern, Marxism: and American C hritian
Perspective, p. 194). See K irk , "C ritique: Marx S tlie B ib le ,"
SojournersT 6 (Jan. 1977):36. Reading Miranda one is  l e f t  with the
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America, to  be "good news to the poor" the message of the kingdom 
must be redefined and placed w ith in  the context of h is to rica l 
lib e ra tio n  and in  re la tio n  to the ro le  of human e f fo r t  in the 
p o lit ic a l realm.^ When the notion o f the kingdom loses i ts  "orig inal 
p o lit ic a l and social roo ts ," i t  is a r g u e d . i t  must be discarded as a 
"dangerous trap" fo r  the poor, who in th e ir  misery and fru stra ted  
needs are e as ily  susceptible to a l l  forms of evasions from h is to rica l 
r e a l i t y .3 Instead of passive expectation, there fo re , "we must analyse 
the present r e a l i ty  to discover the way to the kingdom."4
d e fin ite  impression th a t b ib lic a l and Marxist hope are p ra c tic a lly  
id e n tic a l, and th a t fa ith  in the d ia le c tic a l process is  equivalent to 
b ib lic a l fa ith  in  God.
^The notion th a t the kingdom, at least p a r t ia l ly ,  is  fashioned 
by man's e ffo r ts  in the s o c io -p o litic a l realm is  present throughout 
the w ritings of lib e ra tio n  theologians. G utierrez is  p a rtic u la r ly  
cptmistic about man's c a p a b ility  in overcoming the chains of 
oppression, establishing a ju s t society and thus cooperating with God 
in  the construction of the kingdom (see A Theology, pp. 113; 207-208; 
213-250). Man is  outgrowing his present condition, he in s is ts , and 
entering in a new era, in a world fahioned by his own hands. "We liv e  
on the verge of man's epiphany, his anthropophany" (A Theology, p. 
213). Echoing th is  emphasis Dussel w rites "we jus^ fashion the 
kingdom through concrete h is to ric a l projects" (H istory and the 
Theology of L iberation , p. 170; c f .  L. Boff, Jesus C hrist L iberato r, 
pp. 56-57). u. Maqueo, in  his extended work on lib e ra tio n  theology, 
ju s t if ie s  th is  emphasis on mar, as the agent who transforms society, 
which in turn becomes the place where a new man can evolve, on the 
assumption th a t salvation takes place in  h is to ry ; the goal is  
"instaurar el Reinado de Dios aquf en la  t ie r r a  como un nuevo order 
de ju s tic ia "  ( Liberacion y te o lo g ia , p. 14).
2
See Jorge P ix ley , "El Reino de Dios: ^Buenas Nuevas para 
los Pobres de America L atina ," CuadernosTeol 4 (1976):101-103; c f .  
Croatto, "Liberar a los pobres," p. 25).
3Ib id .
4Ib id .
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S ig n if ic a n tly , one finds a noticeable convergence between 
the ro le  Marx assigned to  the p ro le tarian  masses and the mission 
l ib e ra tio n  theologians a ttr ib u te  to  the poor. In both the resolution  
o f h is tory  and the process through which the here-and-now ju s tic e  is  
achieved l i e  in the struggle o f the oppressed. In a d e fin ite  e f fo r t  
to  estab lish  a close connection between the kingdom of God and the 
poor— a re la tio n  decis ive ly  important i f  C hris tian  symbols are to  
re la te  to the process o f th e ir  lib e ra tio n — Oussel, fo r example, 
argues th a t the poor are the "active subject and c a rr ie rs  of the
kingdom."^ As such, the poor cannot accept things as they are with
2
resignation and p ass iv ity . "Jesus' p r io r ity  fo r the poor," Dussel
Dussel, "The Kingdom of God" p. 124. By having no part in 
the prevalent system (which is  a negation o f God's kingdom) the poor 
are w ith in  the kingdom, since "non-possession and m arg ina lity  in  the 
present system are possession and p a rtic ip a tio n  in the kingdom" (p. 
122 ) .
"Any passive acceptance of the powers of the order of 
oppression," Dussel argues, "is  a denial of the kingdom . . .  i f  the 
poor accept things as they are w ith resignation , then in tha t very 
acceptance they re je c t th e ir  real share in the fu tu re  kingdom" (p. 
123). For Dussel, as fo r  Assmann ("Statement," pp. 299-300, cf. 
above) the priv ileged poor are the struggling poor. He in s is ts  tha t 
" in o rg an ica lly  the poor are 'th e  m u ltitu d e1 in  misery. Yet 
o rg an ica lly  they are 'th e  people' and in th is  p os itive  sense the 
a ctiv e  subjects and ca rrie rs  of the kingdom of God" (p. 121). The 
"m ultitude" must become a "people," "organically  ca lled  to  tran s ­
form ation, as an emerging class or nation the c a rr ie r-s u b je c t of the 
kingdom, they become the people— laos (p. 124). Marxist anthropology 
and eschatology, p a rtic u la r ly  expressed in  the notion of the 
p ro le ta r ia t  as the class with a special destiny in  h is to ry , seems 
evident in lib e ra tio n  theologians. In Dussel, as in G utierrez, 
however, the struggling poor seems to have been transformed in to  a 
theological category, the people of God (la d s ), the chosen class, "in  
them [the poor]," G utierrez te l ls  us, "the Lord saves h istory" (A 
Theology, p. 208).
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goes on, "c a lls  them to  take part in the s tru g g le ,"1 This struggle, 
the lib e ra tin g  praxis of the poor, as understood by Dussel, is  not
only a "contributive fa c t in  the kingdom," or the act by which the
2
kingdom advances from i ts  "already" to i ts  "not y e t."  I t  is  also the
"very a c t iv ity  of the kingdom in h istory."'* In fa c t the poor are the
mediators of the kingdom, who "co-labour to build  i t . " 4
S h iftin g  the locus of the saving work of God from the Church
to the ongoing process of h is to rica l lib e ra tio n , id e n tifie d  as the
very a c t iv ity  of the kingdom, Latin America theologians of lib e ra tio n
convoke the Church to p a rtic ip a te  in the transformation of the world
on behalf o f and alongside the poor, "which is  another way of saying
on behalf and alongside God, since God is  among the poor."0 Tor
Dussel, the Church has evangelism fo r i ts  c a llin g , but,
To evangelize is  to  bring good news to  the poor, to turn 
the many in to  a people and to  make that people aware of the 
destiny th a t God has prepared fo r them: the kingdom. Not 
ju s t aware, but ac tive , now that there is  a real p o s s ib ility  
of conquering s in , of restoring th e ir  wealth to the poor and 
of build ing  an order in which there w ill  be neither rich  nor 
poor, neither oppressors not oppressed.
1Dussel, "The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 125.
2Ib id . ,  p. 123
3Ib ib . ,  p. 125; c f .  G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 168, 203.
4Dussel, "The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p .125. This point 
is  also emphasized by Alejandro Cussianovich: "The kingdom of God is 
revealed and concretized in  h istory in  the struggle of a ll  poor and 
the exploited fo r ju s tic e , freedom and love" ( Religious L ife  and the 
Poor [M aryknoll, N. Y .: Orbis Books, 1979], p. 125).
^McAffe Brown, A Theology in a New Key, p. 73.
®Dussel, "The Kingdom of God and the poor," p. 125. The
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The dominant element of the ecclesiology of lib era tio n  
theology which emerges from our preceding discussion is  the 
understanding of the Church fu l ly  committed to the concrete s ituation  
of contemporary Latin America. Since sin is  b as ica lly  a social 
r e a l i ty ,  salvation is  located in the h is to rica l social realm. The 
Church must abandon self-centered  concerns and fin d  i ts  mission in 
the service of the oppressed, not e th ic a lly  or p a te rn a lis tic a lly  
being "for the poor," but being essen tia lly  "of the poor," adopting 
th e ir  perspective and struggles. D is tinction  between the l i f e  of 
fa ith  and temporal works must be abolished. Thus, the task of the 
church is  determined in terms of the concrete h is to rica l re a l it ie s  in  
which i t  finds i t s e l f .  Without evasion, the Church must also make its  
own members aware of th e ir  oppressed condition, a ffirm  th e ir  humanity 
and motivate them to take resp o n s ib ility  fo r  the q u a lity  of th e ir  
liv e s . As a sign of the kingdom, the ecclesia'l community must tru ly  
announce the good news o f the kingdom, which is  considered as an 
in teg ra l part of the revolutionary process seeking to abolish 
in ju s tic e  and build  a more human order.
a ffirm ation  "the p o s s ib ility  of conquering sin" is  framed w ithin  
lib e ra tio n  theologians' notion of s in , which emphasizes the 
c o lle c tiv e  sense of s in , sin of the "oppressive structures" 
(G utierrez, A Theology, p. 175). For Dussel, th is  is  the "essence of 
sin" ("The kingdom or God" p. 125). Once sin is  id e n tifie d  as 
"oppression of the poor, the denial to them of the f r u its  of th e ir  
work" ( ib id ) ,  to destroy the oppressive structures can eas ily  be 
equated to "conquering s in ,” and the "building of the kingdom" as 
indicated by Dussel (p. 129; see also Antonio Moser, "Sin as Negation 
of the Kingdom," TD 30 C1982]:27-31). This notion o f sin ra d ic a lly  
affec ts  the mission o f the church, which tend to give exclusive 
p r io r ity  to social changes (Juan Schvindt, "Ecclesiologia y reino de 
Dios en G. G utierrez," CuadernosTeol 7 C l982]:51-61).
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To be e ffe c tiv e , the Church's involvement in the cause of the 
oppressed must be illum inated by the use of social class analysis. 
The id e n tity  of the poor, as disclosed " s c ie n tif ic a lly "  by the 
Marxist "d ia lec tic  of h is to ry ,"  prevents easy s p ir itu a liz a t io n  of the 
term poor and the condition of poverty. Furthermore, once the 
Church's commitment to the oppressed is  defined in terms of class 
struggle, classic paternalism, which tra d it io n a lly  has transformed 
the poor in to  a passive object of the Church's c h arity , is  d e fin ite ly  
re jec ted . According to lib e ra tio n  theologians, the poor must be 
the active  agents of th e ir  own lib e ra tio n . As such they are 
considered "the artisans of a new humanity," the "subject and 
c arrie rs  of the kingdom. "Continuing th is  investigation , the 
remaining part o f th is  chapter is  devoted to an analysis of 
lib e ra tio n  theology's hermeneutical approach to the B ible. The main 
in ten tion  here is  to illum inate  the ways in which 1ib e ra tio n is t 
vision of the poor, framed w ithin the class struggle p o la riza tio n , 
a ffec ts  i ts  selective  reading and re -in te rp re ta tio n  of Scripture.
The B ib lia  Pauperum 
In its  attempt to give theological in te rp re ta tio n  to the 
Church's s o lid a r ity  with the Latin  American p lig h t and resulting  
commitment to revolutionary p rax is , lib e ra tio n  theology, as an 
in teg ra l element of i ts  innnovative methodology, has developed a new 
way of reeding Scripture as the B ib lia  Pauperum.^ Sharing with
^According to  Ernest Bloch, the Marxist philosopher who has 
g re a tly  influence p o lit ic a l theologies, there are two d iffe re n t
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Moltmann the conviction that "reading the Bible with the eyes of the
poor is  a d iffe re n t thing from reading i t  with a fu l l  belly ,"^
lib era tio n  theologians ask the hermeneutical question cui bono? --in
2
whose advantage is  the reading of the Bible? Before focusing on 
lib era tio n  theology's in te rp retatio n  of some crucial tex ts , however, 
we attempt f i r s t  to understand its  hermeneutical approach.
The Hermeneutical C ircle  
Convinced not only that no complete detachment or value- 
neutral i ty  is  possible, but also th a t the neutral observer is  already 
committed to maintain the status quo—even i f  he or she does not 
admit i t ,  lib era tio n  theology affirm s that the theologian must make 
his /her stance e x p lic it  and take an advocacy position in favor of the 
poor. Since the God of the Bible is  the God of the oppressed, to 
tru ly  understand the Bible is  to read i t  through the eyes of the 
oppressed. Thus, “fo r  a correct in te rp retatio n  of the B ible, i t  is
Bibles. “There is the b ib lia  pauperurn, the revolutionary book," but 
“there is the Bible o f the lords and p ries ts ."  For Block “these two
basica lly  d iffe re n t B ibles, are interwoven with each other." Atheism
in C h ris tian ity  (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), p. 83; c t .  Jan 
uCCuman j Encountering Marx (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977), p. 
98. Liberation theologians, to a great extent, have succeeded in 
extrica tin g  the “revolutionary core" of Scrip ture, making i t  so 
absolute th a t, as McAfee Brown remarks, the Bible read by them and
the Bible read by middle-class Christians are “two d iffe re n t books,
containing sim ilar texts but y ie ld ing  u tte r ly  d iffe re n t messages" 
(Gustavo G utierrez, p. 57).
^Moltmann, The Church in the Pov»er of the S p ir i t , p. 17.
2
Segundo argues that "one must ask of the in te rp re te r . . . 
in whose in te res t is he in terpretin g  Scripture?" ("In terv iew  with J. 
Emmette Weir," c ited  in  "The Bible and Marx," p. 349).
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necessary to acknowledge the hermeneutical p riv ilege  of the oppressed
and to develop a hermeneutics from below.
The central methodological tool in th is  approach involves a 
2
dynamic exegesis, called by Segundo the nermeneutical c irc le . At 
the most fundamental le v e l, Segundo's model en ta ils  “the continuous 
change in our in te rp re ta tio n  of the 8 ib le , in function of the 
continuous changes in our present re a l i ty ,  both individual and
3
so c ia l."  This prelim inary description, then, is  fu rth er expanded by 
the delineation of four in te rre la te d  stages: (1) A way of experienc­
ing re a lity  tha t leads to ideological suspicion; (2) application of 
ideological suspicion to  ideological superstructures and to theology; 
(3) new ways of experiencing theological re a lity  th a t lead to 
exegetical suspicion, and (4) the creation of a new hermeneutic or a
Elisabeth S. Fiorenza, "Toward a Feminist B ib lica l Hermeneu­
tic s : B ib lica l In te rp re ta tio n  and Liberation Theology," in The
Challenge of Liberation Theology, p. 100. In th is  context Fiorenza 
is  discussing the " in te rp re ta tiv e  Model of Juan Luis Segundo."
2
C ritic iz in g  the tra d itio n a l hermeneutical approach, Segundo, 
reacts against the use of a "s ta tic"  exegesis, which is  marked by 
lite ra lis m  and does not take into  account the changes ano ever- 
increasing complexity which have elapsed since b ib lic a l times. To 
define its  essential re la tionsh ip  to the modern world, the Church 
must approach the Bible in a dynamic way. See "America hoy," Vispera 
(August 1967)r53-57; "Teologia: Mensaje y proceso," Perspectivas de 
DiSlogo (Oecember, 1974): 259-270; see also "Hacia una exegesis 
dinamica," Vfspera (October 1967):77-84; Masas y minorias en la  
d ia le c tics  de la nberaciun (Buenos Aires: Aurora, 19/31, p. 94.
^Segundo, The L iberation Theology, p. 8. In other words, the 
in te rp re ta tio n  of the b ib lic a l tex t w ill  change according to present 
r e a l i ty ,  otherwise "new questions would e ith e r receive no answer or 
else answers th a t are conservative and useless." A. Hennelly, 
Theologies in C onflict (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1979), p. 109.
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new in terpretation  of the Bible with new elements at one's d isposal.1
B asically, as Segundo explains i t ,  the f i r s t  stage of the
c irc le  is  marked by a c r it ic a l  examination of a d e fin ite  problem in
society from a perspective committed to human lib era tio n . As applied
to the Latin  American scene, i t  involves the experience of the
problem of poverty and presupposes a conscious commitment or
p a r t ia l i ty  for the poor and th e ir  struggle for lib e ra tio n . This
p a r t ia l i ty  or pre-commitment to the poor, however, as Segundo
explains i t ,  is accepted "not on the basis of theological c r ite r ia
2
. . . but on the basis of human c r ite r ia ."
Segundo, The Liberation of Theology, pp. 8 -9 . For detailed  
discussion, see Kennelly's Theologies in c o n flic t , pp. 108-119 and 
"The Challenge of Juan Luis segundo,1' m st 3a~ (1977): 126. The 
"hermeneutic c irc le" is  tested against the works of four individuals: 
Harvey Cox in The Secular C ity , Karl Marx in his c ritiq u e  on 
re lig io n , Max We6er on Calvinism and capitalism , and James Cone in A 
Black Theology of Liberation (Segundo, The Liberation of Theology, 
pp. iu - 34). While Cox, Marx, and Weber t a i l ,  according to Segundo, 
Cone— in his (1) commitment to the lib era tio n  of the black community,
(2) reconsideration of re a lity  and its  superstructure, posing a 
challenge to white ideologies, (3) elaboration of a serviceable 
theology, and (4) return to Scripture prepared fo r a new in terpre­
ta tio n  of i ts  message— is  the only one to complete the c irc le .
^ Ib id ., p. 13. Likewise, Assmann argues that th is  pre­
commitment to the poor is  essen tia lly  an eth ical one. Teologia desde 
la  praxis de la  liberacion: (Salamanca: Sfgueme, 1971), TU5T 
since im p a rtia lity  is  not possible, th is  p a rtia l option for the poor 
is  adopted as a conscious ideology, regarded as necessary to prevent 
theology from becoming an ideological expression of the s e lf- in te re s t  
of the bourgeoisie. Reacting against th is  stance of " p a r t ia lity ,"  
Richard J. Neuhaus argues th a t while one may have no illu s io n s  about 
the absolute "ob jectiv ity" that can be sustained in any d is c ip lin e , 
the in te g rity  of a d isc ip lin e  depends in  part upon a serious e ffo r t  
to  maintain some c r it ic a l  distance from any form of advocacy. 
"Liberation Theology and the C ap tiv ities  of Jesus," Worldview (June 
1973):45. The question, ev idently , is  whether an in terpretation  of 
the Bible committed to the poor w il l  not u ltim ately  prove i t s e l f  as 
d is to rtio n a l as the previous one committed to the rich .
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At the second step, the ideological suspicion is  applied 
to the whole ideological superstructure and the theology produced by 
i t .  At th is  point, doing theology in *  context marked by socio­
economic in ju s tic e , lib era tio n  theologians conclude that to unmask 
the oppressive forces at work in the system, one must be able to 
in te rp re t present re a l i ty .  Thus, the cry of the poor, to be properly 
understood, must be heard through the medium of the social sciences 
which analyze and disclose the causes of poverty and oppression. At 
th is  juncture, in need of "an a n a ly tica l, sociological, and
structural reading of re a lity  that is  as s c ie n tific  as possible,"1
2
lib era tio n  theology turns to Marxist constructs as the sharpest tool 
fo r social analysis from the perspective of the oppressed.
The th ird  level of the hermeneutical c irc le —which indeed is  
a c r it ic a l  re flec tio n  on the tra d itio n a l in terp retation  of Scripture 
- -v e r if ie s  a movement from ideological suspicion to hermeneutical 
suspicion. Theological re a lity  is  experienced from a new perspective, 
a perception which leads not only to the conclusion that the 
prevailing in te rp retatio n  of the Bible has been serving the
Leonardo Boff, Liberating Grace (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis
Books, 1979), p. 79. Fo7 G utierrez, "analysis of re a lity  is a 
precondition i f  we are to be able to  change i t "  ("The Irruption of 
the Poor, p. 109). Furthermore, sociological analysis w ill  decide the 
content of what Assmann c a lls  an "e ffec tive  h is to rica l hermeneutic 
whose center of concern is  actual h is to ry , and not simply history of 
the past, of the word of God" (Teologia desde la  praxis, p. 103).
2
See above, pp. 160-167. Miguez Bonino remarks that in th e ir  
struggle fo r social ju s tic e , lib e ra tio n  theologians have been led "to 
discover the unsubstitutable relevance of Marxism. Christians and 
Marxists, the Mutual Challenge to Revolution (Grand Kapids: EST 57 
Lerdmans, 1 9 /6 ) ,  p. 19.
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in terests  of the dominant classes^ but also to a commitment to 
fashion a theology to correspond to the vision of the oppressed.
The fourth and fin a l stage is the creation of a new herme­
neutics. The insights o f the previous steps converge to a new 
in te rp retatio n  of Scripture from the perspective of a socio-economic
or p o lit ic a l stance in favor of the poor. Coming to the text not
2merely with a pre-understanding, as Bultmann argued, but with a pre­
involvement, the in te rp re te r has the eyes prepared for a 
revolutionary appraisal of the Scriptural message. Ins is ting  that the 
meaning of the b ib lic a l tex t is  disclosed only in social ac tio n ,3
In th is  connection, the conviction emerged that the 
tra d itio n a l in terp retation  of Scripture has fa ile d  to take important 
pieces of data into account (Segundo, The Liberation of Theology, p. 
9 ) .  MTguez Bonino, fo r example, asks why the obvious p o lit ic a l  
motifs and undertones in  the l i f e  of Jesus have remained -so hidden to 
theologians u n til recently (Doing Theology, p. 91). Or as Thomas D. 
Hanks questions, why themes Iike  poor,'■ poverty," and "oppression" 
which are dominant notions in  the Bible have received p ra c tic a lly  no 
attention  from First-W orld b ib lic a l e rud ition , which pretends to 
t re a t a ll  the principal motives and v ir tu a lly  a ll  the minor ones in 
the B ible. God So Loved the Third World (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis 
Socks, 1983), pp. ix -x . Are these ommissions merely an oversight on 
the part of First-W orld theologians or an expression of th e ir  
ideological bias? For McAfee Brown, F irst-W orld  theology reads the 
Bible through a selective lens: "We read what we can bear to read, we 
hear what is  to lerable to hear, and we evade or 's p ir itu a liz e ' those 
parts which leave us uncomfortable, i f  not outraged" (Theology in a 
New Key, p. 81).
2
R. Bultmann, Essays: Theological and Philosophical (New
York: Mcraillan, 1955), “ pp^  a 4-ZbZ; Existence and ra ith :  shorter
Writings of Rudolf Bultmann (New York: Meridian, l9b(J), pp. 2&9-29b.
3
See Assmann, Teologia desde la  praxis, pp. 51-52; c f .  J. 
Andrews K irk , "The Bible in Latin American Liberation Theology," in 
The Bible and L iberation, ed ., N. K. Gottwald and A. C. Wire 
tBerkeley, C. A.: Kadica! Keligion Reader, 1976), p. 164.
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mediated by Marx's analysis of society--which in turn becomes a
hermeneutical key to a second-reading of the Bible^ — 1iberation
theology starts out from the contemporary praxis as the primary
theological locus, proceeding backwards to the canonical tex t in
search fo r a "usable past," to guide th e ir  commitment to social
transformation today.
In short, i f  on the one hand the hermeneutic c irc le  implies an
ideology suspicious of previous reading of Scripture, seen as a
resu lt o f a c a p ita lis t ic  m1nd-set, on the other hand i t  creates a new
in terpretation  which seeks to understand the Bible from a specific
2
social location, i . e . ,  from the perspective of the poor.
Marxist insights are an integral part of the hermeneutic 
method o f lib era tio n  theology. As Kirk notes, "The classical Marxist 
in te rp retatio n  of a ll  'w ritte n ' h istory as 'the history of class 
struggles' is  accepted as a sine qua non of a correct ideological 
stance in respect both of understanding modern society and of 
in terpreting  God's message of lib e ra tio n  i r  the so called 'signs of 
the tim es,' th is  la t te r  to be considered the contemporary pole of the 
hermeneutical c irc le "  ("B ible 1n Latin American, p. 164, n. 4; c f.  
SutiSrrez, A Theology, pp. 272- 285; E. Moncada, "Presentacion," in  
Llberacion “ en America Latina [Bogota: Serv1c1o Colombiano de
Comumcacion, I972J, p. i 58; Assmann”, Teologia desde la  praxis, p. 
173). A common denominator among 1iberation theologians is  the 
hermeneutical proposition th a t the Bible cannot be interpreted  
fa i th fu l ly  unless contextual 1 zed w ithin the commitment to the 
struggles of the poor iK lrk , The Bible in Latin America, pp. 157- 
165). " Is  i t  possible," Segundo asks," Eo know and recognize the 
lib era tio n  message of the gospel without a prior commitment to  
liberation?" (The Liberation of Theology, p. 81). His answer echoes 
GutiSrrez, "only by p artic ip a tio n  in tn e ir  [the poor's] struggles can 
we understand the Implications of the gospel message and make i t  have 
an impact in history" (p. 83; c f .  G utierrez, A Theology, p. 269).
2
Assmann ta lks about the "epistemological p riv ileg e  of the 
poor" in reading Scripture ("Statement," p. 300). This notion, common 
among lib era tio n  theologians is  to a great extent based on the notion 
that the poor are closer to the s ituation  of the b ib lic a l w riters  who
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Furthermore, since lib e ra tio n  theology does not pretend to give a
timeless and universal reading of S crip tu re , i ts  b ib lic a l hermeneutic
is  marked by a tendency to selectiveness and ra d ic a liz a tio n . I t
s ta rts  from those texts which are functional and render best service
to the urgencies and emphasis of a continent in need of lib e ra tio n ,
and in te rp re ts  them in the lig h t of the pre-commitment to the
struggles of the poor. This approach is c le a rly  assumed by Segundo:
I hope tha t i t  is  quite  c lear th a t the B ible is  not the 
discourse of a universal God to a universal man. P a r t ia l i ty  
is  ju s t if ie d  because we must fin d  and designate as the word 
of God, that part of d iv ine reve latio n  which today, in the 
l ig h t  of our concrete h is to r ic a l s itu a tio n , is  most useful 
fo r  the lib e ra tio n  to which God summons us.
Not su rp ris in g ly , w ith in  S crip ture , lib e ra tio n  theology finds
two foundational revelatory events as expressing the hermeneutical
2
p riv ile g e  of the poor par excellence: f i r s t  the Exodus, and second
the l i f e  and teachings of Jesus, p a rtic u la r ly  w ith emphasis on 
sp ec ific  texts  of the Gospel o f Luke. In both cases, the emphasis
wrote th e ir  message "out of the experience of oppressed people . . . 
fo r  the lib e ra tio n  of oppressed people." McAfee Brown, "The 
RuucednL'SS of A ll Theology," ChrCris 37 (1977): 172; also idem, Gustavo 
G u tie rrez , pp. 57-58; Jusfo GonzSlez and Catherine Gonzalez, 
Liberafm g Preaching, p. 16.
^Segundo, The Liberation of Theology, p. 33; emphasis
supplied.
2
See Lee Cormie, "The Hermeneutical P riv ileg e  of the Oppres­
sed: L ioeration  Theologies, B ib lica l F a ith , and M arxist Sociology of 
Knowledge," in  The Catholic Theological Society of America, 
Proceedings of the I'h irty -T h ird  Annual convention, pp. lbb-181. 
Cormie's basic argument is  th a t recent scholarship which stresses the 
importance of re la tin g  the social context of the reve latory  events 
with the theological content of th is  reve la tio n , supports lib e ra tio n  
theology's claim th a t the experience of the oppressed is  a privileged  
hermeneutical ground.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
214
l ie s  on the notion of God's p o lit ic a l partisanship with the poor and 
oppressed. Mainly from these te x ts , to the analysis of which we 
devote the remaining part of th is  chapter, lib e ra tio n  theology 
elaborates the b ib lic a l support fo r i ts  vision of the poor as well as 
fo r  the church's involvement in th e ir  struggle.
The God Mho Takes Sides 
The Exodus and Latin  America
The present-day Latin  American experience of oppression and 
dependency leads lib e ra tio n  theologians lo g ic a lly  back to the 
b ib lic a l account o f the exodus of Israel from Egypt with overwhelming 
emphasis on the close s im ila r ity  between the two situations.^  Not
e n tire ly  surpris ing, the Exodus m otif became “the p riv ileged
2 3te x t ,"  the "b ib lic a l basis fo r lib e ra tio n  struggles."
Following the basic conclusions of h is to r ic a l-c r it ic a l
exegetes, lib e ra tio n  theologians maintain that the Exodus tra d it io n ,
See Roberto S arto r, "Exodo-Liberacion," RBibArg 33 (1971): 
76. Assmann notes that the Exodus m otif is  mentioned with impressive 
frequency in contemporary Latin American documents, with a cor­
re la tio n  between "the freeing  Is rae l and the hour of Latin  America" 
(P ractica l Theology of L iberation , p. 66). For an extended discussion 
of the use of tne Exodus by lib era tio n  theologians, see Dupertuis, 
Liberation Theology's Use of the Exodus, chap. 2.
2
G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 153-160; Assmann, P ractical 
Theology Comes o f Age, p. 3b; Jose Severino Croatto, Liberacion y 
Libertao iBuenos A ires: Mundo Nuevo, 1973), pp. 21-61; tngnsh eo. 
Exodus, a Hermeneutics o f Freedom (Maryknoll, N. Y .: Orbis Books, 
19787"/  pp7 ' l <?-T»feI--------------------------------
3
Canaan Banana, "The B ib lica l Basis fo r  L iberation  
Struggles," InRMiss 68 (1979) -.417-423.
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through a long in te rp re ta tiv e  process,1 came to be the central theme
of the Old Testament. For G utierrez the Exodus experience is  
2
"paradigmatic." I ts  memory pervades the pages of the Bible and 
became fo r  the b ib lic a l w r ite r , the archetypal event through which
The actual tex t of the Exodus, in a fashion which reca lls  
Gerhard von Rad! s “re -te llin g "  theory (see von Rad, Old Testament 
Theology, 2 vols. [New York: Harper and Row, 1962-196bJ, i : i z u ,  is 
seen as the product of an in te rp re ta tiv e  process (Croatto "El hombre 
en el mundo segun Genesis," RevBib 1 [1972]:44; Miranda, Marx and 
the B ib le, pp. 8 8 ff; c f . K irk , Liberation Theology, pp. iu3-lO b j. 
TfiTs understanding as we shall see, becomes crucial fo r a new
re in te rp re ta tio n  of the Exodus event from the Latin American 
perspective. Thus, the o rig in a l story o f the Exodus starts  with a 
Semitic group that migrated to Egypt between the eighteenth and the 
sixteenth centuries- and were there made slaves (John Topel, The Way 
to Peace. Liberation through the Bible [M aryknoll, N. Y.: urbis 
Books, 19/9J, p. 2; k irk , pp. 9 6 -9 /) ;  c f . von Rad 1:13; Jan Dus,
"Moses or Joshua? On the Problem of the Founder of the Is ra e lite  
R elig ion ," in The Bible and L ib eratio n , pp. 26-41). Eventually th is  
semi-nomadic people became conscious of the p o s s ib ility  of l ib e r ­
a tio n , and somehow inspired by th e ir  God, who then revealed himself 
as Yahweh, were able to f ig h t th e ir  way to freedom. See Carlos 
Mesters, La Palabra de Dios (Buenos A ires: La Aurora, 1972): p. 10; 
Assmann, Upresion-Liberacibn, p. 120; idem, P ractical Theolcgy, p. 
66. Through a long process of hermeneutical re-readings in  the lig h t 
of subsequent h is to ry , the o rig ina l Exodus-event acquired new meaning 
and became the foundation of the re lig io u s  fa ith  in Is ra e l, giving 
focus to the various tra d itio n s  of the Old Testament. Although
lib e ra tio n  theologians "a ffirm  that the Exodus from Egypt took place 
in  history" (Daniel J. Harrington, The Light of A ll Nations 
[Wilmington: Michael G laz ie r, 1982], p. 193), they make c lear that 
the narrative  fixed in the present b ib lic a l te x t is  the product of 
constant re in te rp re ta tio n , and "says" much more than what o r ig in a lly  
happened. Severe objections to th is  d u a lis tic  version of Is ra e l's  
h is to ry , however, have been posed against i ts  main proponent namely, 
von Rad (see Gerhard F. Hasel, "The Problem of History in Old
Testament Theology," AUSS 8 [1 9 79 ]:3 6 -5 0 ).
2
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 159. Rubem Alves concludes that 
the Exodus is  not merely an episode in the past but "the centre which 
is  the p rin c ip le  of the whole b ib lic a l language." Cf. Martin E. Marty 
and Dean G. Peerman, ed. New Theology No. 9 (New York: Macmillan 
Co., 1972), p. 243.
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they interpreted th e ir  e n tire  history as salvation hi s to ryJ
L iberation , thus, i t  is  argued, is  not some newly arrived
2
concept, but the very center of the b ib lic a l kerygma. Nor is  i t  
paradigmatic fo r  Is ra e l's  fa ith  alone. In i t s  "reservoir of 
meaning," i t  has become a projected message fo r a ll  people at a ll  
times. E ssentia lly  linked to  man's d ivine vocation fo r freedom 
cgcir.ct any form of servitude, the meaning of the Exodus transcends a 
lim ited  sa lvation -h is to ry  and embraces the on-going, global salvation  
of h is to ry . "With the Exodus," remarks G utierrez, "a new age has
4
struck fo r humanity: redemption from misery."
G utierrez, ib id . ,  pp. 158-9. In spite of th is  insistence on 
the importance of the Exodus, lib era tio n  theologians have hardly 
devoted any deta iled  exegetical study to the te x t. The more extensive 
and ca'reful treatment of the Exodus has been done by the p ro lif ic  
b ib lic a l exegete Jose Miranda in Marx and the B ib le . Miranda's 
dominant emphasis is  th a t Yahweh is  the God who invades human history  
to side with the oppressed (pp. 77-108). His conclusions, however, 
have attracted  severe c r it ic is m  from scholars such as John L. 
McKenzie. See JBL 94 (1975):280-281.
2
Croatto, Exodus, p. 27; K irk , Liberation Theology, p. 100.
3
Croatto, Exodus, pp. 1 2 ff.
^G utierrez, A Theology, p. 158. Applying i ts  significance  
to  the Latin American scene, Croatto points out tha t "the 'memory' 
of the Exodus becomes a provocative Word, an announcement of 
lib e ra tio n  fo r us, the oppressed peoples of the Third world. We are 
enjoined to  prolong the Exodus event because i t  was not an event 
solely fo r the Hebrews but rather the m anifestation of a lib e ra tiv e  
plan of God fo r  a ll  peoples" ( Exodus, pp. 14-15). According to 
lib e ra tio n  theology, the s a lv if ic  event o f the Exodus, should be 
understood today in  the same way as the Hebrews understood i t ,  
hermeneutically exploring i ts  meaning in the lig h t of our own 
experience. Hardly surpris ing, thus, fo r Croatto, "exegesis is 
eisegesis" (p. 2 ) ,  i . e .  i t  is  the present tha t re a lly  allows us to 
enter in to  the meaning of the old tex t ( ib id . ) .
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
217
Furthermore, since the e x is te n tia l present is the "given," 
which is  p rio r to any reading of the b ib lic a l te x t, lib era tio n  
theology's re -in te rp re ta tio n  of the Exodus m otif does not move from a 
"pure" exegesis of  the te x t to i ts  application to the oppressive 
s itu atio n  in Latin  America. Rather, i t  s tarts  from the Latin American
r e a l i t y j  which is  accepted as the key which opens up the "reserve of
2
meaning" of the kerygma of God's Word fo r the people liv in g  "in
3
economic, p o l i t ic a l ,  social and cu ltu ra l bondage." I t  is  the present 
S itz  im Leben th a t determines which aspect of the tex t w ill  be
4
emphasized and used. Consequently, in in terp retin g  the Exodus
The Latin  American perspective, w ithin the Marxist framework 
of the oppressor/oppressed contrad iction , is  read in to  the te x t, to 
provide its  correct e isegetica l in te rp re ta tio n . What emerges from 
th is  p a rtic u la r methodology is  a revolutionary understanding of the 
Exodus. Moses' work o f persuasion is equivalent to a process of 
conscientization (Croatto, Liberacion y lib e rta d , p. 36); the attempt 
to exterminate the Hebrew race by in fan tic id e  is  p a ra lle l to the
genocidal " s te r ilis a t io n "  th a t is  practiced in  Latin  America under 
the euphemism of "fam ily planning" orchestrated by the North 
Americans (Croatto, Exodus, p. 18; G utierrez, A Theology, p. 159);
the increase of the Hebrews (Exod 1 :9 -1 4 ), given as the excuse for 
fu rth e r repression, can be compared to today's population explosion
in the Third World. In both cases, the rich  and priv ileged countries
fe e l threatened (K irk , L iberation  Theology, pp. 103-104). In short, 
Latin  American oppressed are passing through experiences s im ila r to 
those described in  the f i r s t  f i f te e n  chapters of Exodus, "repression" 
"oppression," "alienated work," and "hum iliation" (G utie rrez, A 
Theology, p. 1 56 ).See John Goldingay's discussion on "Egypt and Latin  
America," in  "The Man of War and the Suffering Servant: The Old
Testament and the Theology of L iberation ," TynBul 27 (1976):81.
2
Croatto, Exodus, pp. 10, 13, 82
3Ib id . , p. 15.
4
J. S.Croatto, "L iberar a los pobres: aproximacion hermeneu- 
t ic a ,"  in Los Pobres (Buenos Aires: E d ito ria l la  Aurora, 1978), pp. 
15-25. Precisely to r  th is  reason, as Croatto says, "the rereading of 
the Exodus account— as an e x is te n tia l 're -re a d in g '— becomes a
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n arra tive  in the lig h t of contemporary Latin American r e a li ty ,  
contrary to tra d itio n a l theology which consistently tended to 
s p ir itu a liz e  i t ,  lib e ra tio n  theology re ta in s  the social and p o lit ic a l  
nature o f the event. ^
Since "the lib e ra to r  God of the Exodus cannot contradict 
him self accepting oppression in another h is to ric a l juncture," the 
Exodus is  in fac t paradigmatic fo r Latin  Americans struggling fo r  
l ib e ra tio n . " I t  [the  Exodus] remains v ita l and contemporary due to 
s im ila r h is to ric a l experiences which the People of God undergo."^ 
The expression People o f God here is  c ru c ia l; i t  casts lig h t on 
l ib e ra tio n  theology's understanding of the poor.
As indicated e a r l ie r ,  with the p o lariza tio n  that marked the 
post-M edellin period the meaning o f the expression People of God
promise fo r  us [L atin  Americans]," (Exodus, p. 15). Elsewhere Croatto 
admits th a t th is  approach involves a danger of reductionism; however, 
he states th a t i t  is  "p re fe rib le  asumir ese riesgo antes que 
anquilosar la  palavra de Dios" (p. 2 7 ).
^Segundo Gal ile a  states that "Latin  American theology has 
restored the Exodus to  i ts  p o lit ic a l symbolism and has seen in Moses 
an authentic p o lit ic ia n  guiding the people toward a b e tte r society ."  
"L iberation  as an Encounter w ith P o lit ic s  and Contemplation," Cone 6 
(June I37G}:31. Although lib e ra tio n  theologians admit th a t the Exodus 
was an "act indissolubly p o lit ic a l and re lig ious" (G utierrez, A 
Theology, p. 157, G a lile a , "L iberation as an Encounter" p .30), the 
dominant stress f a l ls  on the social p o lit ic a l  overtones of the event 
(see John Langan "Liberation Theology in  a Northern Context," America 
140 [1 9 79 ]:4 6 ). For an a rticu la te d  opposition to lib e ra tio n  p o lit ic a l  
hermeneutic of the Exodus typology, see Arthur Glasser, Contemporary 
Theologies of Mission (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1983), ppT 
161-164; also John R. W. S to tt , C hristian  Mission in the Modern World 
(Downers Grove, I l l in o is :  In te r -v a rs ity , I 9 7 b j ,  pp. 9 / , 98.
?
Croatto, Liberacion y L ibertad , p. 39.
3
A Theology, p. 159.
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departed ra d ic a lly  from Vatican I I ' s  usage. In  a c lear association 
with the Exodus m o tif, the expression took on a specific  p o lit ic a l  
connotation.^ The poor and oppressed, became the modern counterpart 
of the oppressed slaves among whom Yahweh revealed himself in the 
primal l ib e ra tio n . This id e n tific a tio n  became possible because, 
affirm ing the precedence of the event (lib e ra tio n ) over the word
p
(promise), lib e ra tio n  theologians assume, though without much e ffo r t
to ju s t ify  i t  h is to r ic a lly , that God's in tervention in favor of
Israe l was not merely the resu lt of his fa ith fu ln ess  to his people.
Rather, he was only responding to the cry of the oppressed, who could
have been any oppressed group. This point becomes crucial for
lib e ra tio n  theology's hermeneutical method, since, as Goldingay
pointedly observes,
I f  Yahweh acts p rim arily  out of lo ya lty  to his own people, 
th is  may well cut the ground away from under the application  
of the Exodus idea to a nation today--fg r no nation today is 
God's people as Israe l was at th is  time.
Following the insights o f the documentary hypothesis,
McCann, p. 214. At the Introduction to i ts  f in a l documents, 
the Medellin Conference stated that "just as Israe l of o ld , the f i r s t  
People (o f God), f e l t  the saving presence of God when He delivered  
them from the oppression of Egypt," the oppressed m ajority  of Latin  
Americans "the new People of God," cannot cease to fee l his saving 
presence in th e ir  midst today (The Church in  the Present-day 
Transformation, p. 28; also S artcrl "Lxodo-liberacion, pi 76). 5ee 
Gerhard tau te r "Case-Study of the Use of Allegory and Misunderstood 
Analogies in E th ics," ScothJTh 34 (1981):501.
2
Croatto, Exodus, 12-30. Again, the influence of von Rad 
here is  noticeable. According to the German scholar, "from f i r s t  
to la s t ,  Is rae l m anifestly takes as her s ta rtin g -p o in t the absolute 
p r io r ity  of event over 'logos'" (Old Testament Theology, p. 116).
^Goldingay, "The Man of War," p. 85-
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Miranda, in an attempt to establish a non-covenantal concern fo r
ju s tic e , in s is ts  th a t the theme of social ju s tic e  fo r  the poor marks
the e a r lie s t pre-covenantal s tra ta  of the Old Testament.^ In th is
construction, Israe l did not possess a consciousness of peoplehood 
2
before the Exodus. In fa c t, "Israel became a nation and people only
*5
a fte r  and through the Exodus, a long time a fte r  Abraham." The 
lib e ra tio n  of the slaves from Egypt, thus, was not according to "any
4
ancient promise," but p rim arily  a work o f the imperative o f l ib e r ty  
and ju s tic e , based so lely  on Yahweh's concern fo r  the poor--^ which
See Miranda, Marx and the B ib le , pp. 88-106. In his ex­
egesis of texts such Exod 2:11-20; Exod 3:7-9 and 9:27, a ttr ib u te d  to  
the Yahwist tra d it io n , Miranda focuses exclusively on the concern fo r  
ju s tic e  shown by both God and Moses (pp. 89; 97-106).
2
John H. Yoder poses a cogent challenge t'o th is  assumption 
(see "Exodus and Exile: The Two Faces of L iberation ," CrossCur 23 
[1973 ]:297-309), stressing the elements in the n arra tive  which seem 
to ind icate  that a people group existed before oppression began. We 
return to th is  la te r .
3
Croatto, Exodus, p. 15. For lib e ra tio n  theologians, God's 
covenant with Abraham was simply a re tro jec tio n  of Is ra e l's  la te r  
b e lie f  (see below).
4 Ib id .,  pp. 15-16
5
According to Miranda, "the God who o r ig in a lly  revealed 
himself to Israe l was the God of the Exodus, and his s e lf-re v e la tio n  
was simply obligatory in tervention  on behalf o f the oppressed against 
th e ir  oppressors . . . I t  is  the outcry of the oppressed (c f. Exod 
3:7) tha t makes th is  God intervene to  revolution ize h is to ry ."  Being 
the Messiah, p. 32; see also Assmann, Oppression-Liberacion, p. 21. 
Elsewhere Miranda argues that "the exegesis which tr ie s  to make his 
[God's] in tervention  dependent completely on a promise or pact, as i f  
God would not have intervened against in ju s tic e  i f  he had not 
o f f ic ia l ly  promised to do so beforehand, contradicts . . . the
deepest and most radical conviction of the Old Testament authors" 
(Marx and the B ib le , p. 8 6 ).
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fo r  Miranda is  the basic datum of the Old Testament.^
When th is  understanding of the Exodus is  transposed to Latin
America, the contemporary poor and oppressed become autom atically the
new people of God, those with whom God sides against the oppres- 
2
sor. As an expression of the conviction that "God does not mediate 
between oppressors and oppressed, between Pharaoh and the chosen 
people," but tha t "he takes the side of the oppressed against the 
o p p r e s s o r , th e  Exodus becomes a kind o f in sp ira tio n a l paradigm that 
informs and inspires the struggle of the oppressed, and gives 
ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r  the e th ica l stance of the church jo in in g  the poor.
Moreover, w ithin i t s  underlying U nitarian  vision of h is to ry , 
lib e ra tio n  theology tie s  together lib e ra tio n  from Egypt with the act
A
of Creation, both seen as “one s a lv if ic  a c t .1' This notion, which
h b id . ,  pp. 109-137.
2
Liberation theologians contend that the p o lit ic a l nature of 
the lib e ra tio n  of the Israe l from Egypt should be retained as a
temporal h is to ric a l re a l i ty ,  a re a li ty  tha t has meaning fo r Latin  
America today in  the p o lit ic a l release of the working class who is  
oppressed by the c a p ita lis t ic  oppressor (see Armerding, "Exodus: The 
Old Testament Foundation of L iberation ," p. 58). McAfee Brown
summarizes the manner in  which lib e ra tio n  theologians apply the
Exodus to the Latin  American scene: (1) God is  a God who takes sides, 
ra ther than remaining neutral and a lo o f; (2) God sides with the poor, 
the dispossessed, the slaves, rather than with the Pharaohs, the
powerful, the in flu e n tia l people in  society; (3) the poor and the 
dispossessed, therefore, can be confident tha t the a lle v ia tio n  of 
th e ir  misery is  one of God's concerns; (4) what was true fo r  the 
Is ra e lite s  back then can become true fo r  th e ir  modern counterparts 
today (Theology in a New Key, pp. 88-90 ).
3
Miguez Bonino, " In s is tin g  on Essentials vs. Submerging the 
D ifferences," LADOC 41 (October, 1973):4.
^G utierrez, A Theology, p. 155. G utierrez, on th is  point, 
re fle c ts  the general view or recent Old Testament studies, which
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establishes a theological lin k  between creation and l ib e ra t io n ,1 when
carried  to  i t s  u ltim ate  im plications, devises a p a ra lle l and d irec t
consequence of the c a llin g  of man to p a rtic ip a te  in  the ongoing work
of creation (c f .  Gen 1 :2 8 ), with the c a llin g  to  p a rtic ip a te  in  the
lib e ra tio n -s a lv a tio n  process which takes place in the natural and 
2
social world. Linked to and even coinciding with creation , the 
lib e ra tio n  from Egypt "adds an element of cap ita l importance: the
argues th a t c re a tio n -fa ith  w ithin Israe l was a comparatively la te  
development, subordinate to Yahweh's primary redemptive deeds (see 
Claus Westerman The Genesis Accounts of Creation [Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, lyb 4 j, p. 2; g. von Had, me Problem o f the Hexateuch 
[New York: McGraw H i l l  Book Co. 1966], pp. I3 2 - i3 3 j.  to r  Gutierrez, 
"the creative  act is  linked, almost identified  w ith , the act which 
freed Israe l from slavery in  Egypt" (A Theology, p. 158), a 
contention mainly based on Isa 30:7 (c f l  hs  8 / : 4 ) . One must be 
cautious, however, w ith th is  Id e n tif ic a tio n  and i t s  im plications (see 
David Kibble, "The Kingdom of God and C hristian  P o lit ic s ,"  Themelios 
7 [1981]: 25 ). The creation of the Cosmos was ess e n tia lly  not “a 
lib e ra tin g  or s a lv if ic  act (Landes, "Creation and L ib e ra tio n ,-" pp. 
8 0-81 ), as G utierrez in s is ts  (A Theology, p. 154), nor is  i t  
described as the in it ia t io n  of God' s redemptive work (see B. W. 
Anderson “A S ty lis t ic  Study of the P r ie s tly  Creation S tory ," in  Canon 
and Authority: Essays in  Old Testament Religion and Theology, ed. G. 
U. Coats and B. o. Long |>h ilao e ip n ia : ro rtress  Press, 1977], p. 
148-162). In the creation account or in  the Old Testament, the 
creation of heavens and earth does not emerge from a s ituation  
requiring i t s  lib e ra tio n , as in the case of Semitic cosmogonic myths 
(see Gerhard Hasel, "The Polemic Nature of the Genesis Cosmology," 
EvQ 46 [1974]:81 -102).
^ u t iS r re z , A Theology, pp. 157-160.
2
While the Exodus is  fo r  G uti§rrez the model of a human- 
centered p o lit ic a l sa lvation , i t  1s the doctrine of creation th a t, to  
some extent, provides him with the anthropological basis fo r man’ s 
ro le  in his lib e ra tio n  (see Armerding, "Exodus," p. 4 9 ). "Man is  the 
crown and center of the work of c rea tio n ,"  G utierrez argues, "and is  
called  to continue i t  through his labor” (A Theology, pp. 158-159; 
c f . Gen 1:2 8 ) .
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need and the place fo r man's active p artic ip a tio n  in  the building of 
s o c ie ty ."1
Within th is  understanding, which leads to a perception of
the Exodus ess e n tia lly  as a p o lit ic a l act, the lib e ra tio n  of the
Is ra e lite s  from Egypt becomes p rim arily  a programatic deliverance,
with emphasis on the active  involvement of the oppressed on th e ir  
2
lib e ra tio n . S im ila r ly , lik e  the Is ra e lite s  o f o ld , the oppressed 
today must be active in  the overthrow of oppressors and of a ll  
structures that keep them in bondage. Mortimer Arias specifies th a t  
as the Exodus was not "progranmed by the dominant social s tru c tu re ,"  
the modern p o s s ib ility  o f breaking with the past, the release of 
c a p it iv ity  and oppression "demands [o f the oppressed] decision,
3
imagination, and action ." L iberation , thus, is accomplished by the
G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 158, 159. As the "desacrali­
zation" of nature in  Genesis makes creation the area proper fo r the  
work of man, G utierrez in s is ts  th a t the "desacralization" of the 
p o lit ic a l realm in  the Exodus story makes p o lit ic a l praxis his work 
( ib id . ,  159; c f .  Cox, The Secular C ity , pp. 21-30).
cSee K irk , L iberation Theology, p. 97; G utidrrez, A Theology,
pp. 155-160. Croatto argues th a t the mediating cooperation of the man
Moses in the creation o f a new society in contrast to the servitude  
of Egypt shows the active  part of man (Liberacion y lib e rta d , p. 42) 
The lib e ra tio n  from Egypt was "an in te rac tio n  Detween Yahweh and 
the people themselves exercising th e ir  own in i t ia t iv e ,"  John L. 
Topel, The Way to  Peace: L iberation Through the Bible (Maryknoll, N. 
Y.: OrFfs! Books, 19 /9 ), pi HT Hardly su rp ris in g , lib e ra tio n
theologians contend th a t i f  lib e ra tio n  is  to  be authentic and
complete, i t  has to  be undertaken by the poor and oppressed. For 
G utidrrez, " th is  c e rta in ly  is  one of the most important themes 
running through the w ritings o f the Latin American Church" (A 
Theology, p. 113). Dussel c le a r ly  assumes that "our people in  Latin  
America must be active in  lib e ra tin g  themselves, or else lib e ra tio n  
w ill  never come" (H istory and the Theology of L ib era tio n , p. 146).
3
A rias, The Cry o f My People, p. 130. I t  should be kept in
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e ffo r ts  of the poor. For Gutierrez "the fu tu re  of h istory  belongs to  
the poor and explo ited . True lib e ra tio n  w ill  be the work of the 
oppressed themselves; in  them, the Lord saves h is tory, the 
s p ir i tu a l i ty  of lib e ra tio n  w ill  have at i ts  basis the s p ir itu a lity  of 
the anawim,1,1 the poor of Yahweh.
The poor o f Yahweh
Probably the strongest element found in  the Exodus n arra tive ,
which e ffe c tiv e ly  speaks to  the contemporary Latin American r e a lity ,
is  the view th a t the Exodus fundamentally discloses tha t God is  the
God of the oppressed, involved in  th e ir  h istory and struggles fo r
lib e ra tio n  from bondage. "He is  the God who lib era tes  slaves
2
(Exodus), who causes empires to f a l l  and raises up the oppressed." 
S tarting  with the Exodus, understood as the foundational revelatory  
event which infused a ll  the subsequent Is ra e lite  theological 
re fle c tio n  with the notion th a t God is  on the side of the poor,
mind, however, that although the Exodus was not "programed by the 
dominant social s tructure ," i t  was not programmed by the oppressed 
e ith e r . As Yoder stresses, the Exodus "was not a program but a 
m iracle . . . the combatant was not a lib e ra tio n  fro n t or te r ro r is t  
commando but JHWH himself" ("Exodus and E x ile ,"  pp. 299-300). We 
r e t u r n to th is  issue la te r .
^Guti§rrez, A Theology, p. 208. In the words of the F irs t  
Commission of the Second International Convention of Christians for 
Socialism, "the poor are the creators of both h is tory  and the Church" 
(c ite d  by Kloppenburg, The People's Church, p. 100).
“G uti§rrez, A Theology, p. 116. The influence of Moltmann's 
thought is  evident here (see ihe C rucified God, p. 329), however, as 
Indicated e a r l ie r ,  the fundamental d ifference is  th a t fo r lib era tio n  
theologians, God's s o lid a rity  with the poor is  understood in terms of 
class option (see Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 147).
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lib era tio n  theologians go on to explore the prolongation of th is  
theme throughout the Old Testament.
Why is  God on the side of the poor, as c le a rly  depicted in 
the Old Testament? The answers given by tra d itio n a l exegesis to th is  
question have consistently over-emphasized the s p ir itu a l aspects of 
poverty to the extent th a t i t  was transformed in to  a positive  value, 
or almost a human and re lig ious  id e a l. G utierrez, then, finds i t  
necessary to  discuss the b ib lic a l meaning of poverty, "a notion which 
has received very l i t t l e  theological treatment and in  spite of 
everything is  s t i l l  quite unclear."^ Thus, in an attempt to overcome 
semantic and e x is te n tia l ambiguities that tra d it io n a lly  have 
overshadowed the question, G utierrez devotes to i t  the las t chapter 
of his A Theology of L iberation .
Turning to the Old Testament, the Peruvian theologian finds  
that in Scripture i t s e l f ,  the concept of poor/poverty is  ambivalent. 
The terms used to  describe the poor, he argues, f a l l  in to  two main 
categories: f i r s t ,  poverty as a "scandalous condition," and second,
3
poverty as "s p ir itu a l childhood." In the f i r s t  case, the Hebrew
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 288.
2
See chapter 13, "Poverty: S o lid a rity  and P ro test,"  pp. 287- 
302. To some extent G uti§rrez' analysis re fle c ts  the influence of 
recent studies which have appeared p a rtic u la r ly  in  connection with 
the emphasis in  Roman Catholic c irc le s  on "a Church of the Poor" c f. 
Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. I l l ;  see the pioneer work of Albert 
G elin, The Poor ot ranweh (c o lle v ile : Minn: L itu rg ic a l Press, 1964). 
But his notion or a poverty of protest and e ffe c tiv e  s o lid a r ity  with 
the poor is  considered a rediscover of lib e ra tio n  theology 
(Berryman, "Latin American Liberation Theology," p. 389.
3
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 288.
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words fo r poor: rash, ebhyon, d a l, 'ani and 1 anaw, describe a
"scandalous condition in im ical to human d ign ity ,"^  a s ituation  which
2
"contradicts the very meaning of the Mosaic re lig io n ."  On that 
basis, Gutierrez strongly re jec ts  any romantic notion of the poor. 
M aterial poverty--the lack of economic goods necessary fo r  human l i f e  
worthy of the name—cannot be, as tra d it io n a lly  conceived, a
3
C hris tian  ideal or a precondition to sanctity . Furthermore, any 
f a t a l is t ic  a ttitu d e  which regards m aterial poverty as a " fa te ,"  
or even as an accidental r e a l i ty ,  must be opposed as an ultim ate  
ju s t if ic a t io n  of what is  to  be rejected. Poverty in  the B ib le, he 
contends, is  the re su lt of "the in ju s tic e  of the oppressors."^ The
11 b id ., p. 291.
^ Ib id .,  p. 294.
3
Ib id .,  pp. 288, 289. Gutierrez remarks that "Christians
often have a tendency to give m aterial poverty a positive  value,
considering i t  almost a human and re lig ious ideal . . .  a pre­
condition fo r  a l i f e  in  conformity with the Gospel" ( ib id . ,  p. 289; 
also Miguez Bonino, "Poverty as Curse, Blessing and Challenge." pp. 
3 -1 3 ). In Roman Catholic tra d it io n , "poverty," along with chastity  
and obedience, is  one of the “evangelical counsels," thus, understood 
as an id e a l, a dominical v ir tu e . This notion prevailed in Catholic  
c irc le s  up to  the time of Vatican I I  (see Luis Farre, "Ricos y Pobres 
en la  Edad Media," in  Los Pobres, pp. 87-105; c f . bibliography 
provided above, p. 62 n. i ) . Furthermore, as we have indicated
e a r l ie r ,  Reruin Novarum and papal pronouncements in th is  tra d it io n  saw 
social inequality  as something natural i f  not necessary and good, a 
notion that tended to  sacra lize  poverty (c f .  above, p. 74, n. 2 ). 
Although The Vatican Council I I  marked an advancement towards a new 
understanding of the poor, i t  was not able to free  i t s e l f  completely 
from tra d itio n a l ambiguities (see Miguez Bonino "Ecclesia Pauper," 
pp. 133-147).
i
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 292. "Poverty is  not caused by 
fa te ,"  he in s is ts . "There are poor because some people are victims of 
others" (pp. 292, 293). GutiSrrez and lib e ra tio n  theologians in  
general, have gone beyond the social encyclicals ' c la s s if ic a tio n  of
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very terminology used to express the degrading human s ituation  of
poor: " in d ig en t,"  "weak," "bent over," "wretched," are not lim ited  to
description; they take a stand and insinuate a p ro te s t.1 Gutierrez
then goes on to  discuss God's passionate concern fo r the poor,
evident in the prophetic denunciation of in ju s tic e  against the poor,
2
as well as in  the measures to prevent poverty in Is ra e l.
Although the idea th a t God sides with poor is  not new in
theological thought, lib e ra tio n  theology adds to  i t  a revolutionary  
element. When they a ffirm  that "God is  on the side of the poor," the 
theologians of 1ib e ra tio n --s tro n g ly  influenced by the concept of the
society in to  rich  and poor, ru le r and ru led , employers and employees 
(see Rerum Novarum, 14), to the adoption of Marxist categories of 
oppressors an3 oppressed. Gutierrez stresses tha t there is  one 
c h a ra c te ris tic  in p a rtic u la r that holds a central place in  lib era tio n  
theology's perception of re a lity :  "The d iv is io n  of humanity in to
oppressors and oppressed, in to  owners of the means of production and 
those dispossessed of the f r u i t  o f th e ir  work, in to  antagonistic  
social classes" (A Theology, p. 273; see also Eagleson, Christians  
and Socialism , pp. 164-169).
'G u tie rrez , A Theology, p. 292.
2
Ib id . ,  pp. 292-296; B arreiro , Basic Ecclesial Communities, 
pp. 14-23; Santa Ana, Good News to the Poor, pjT I -11; Miranda, 
Marx and B ib le , pp.35-88. further developing th is  emphasis on ju s tice  
fo r  the poor, Miranda reduces the meaning of ju s tice  in the Old 
Testament, expressed by the terms mishpat and sedeqah to social 
ju s tic e , and equates i t  to  an e th ica l defense of the oppressed (Marx 
and the B ib le , pp. 77-199), or as he says, "doing ju s tice  to the 
poor, ne ither more nor less" (p. 127).
h a r l  Barth had affirmed th a t "God always takes His stand 
unconditionally and passionately on th is  side [the side of the 
threatened innocent, the oppressed poor, widows, orphans and a lie n s ] 
and on th is  side alone: against the lo fty  and on behalf of the lowly; 
against those who already enjoy r ig h t and p r iv ile g e  and on behalf of 
those who are denied and deprived of i t "  Church Dogmatics, 2 vols. 
(Edinburgh: T & T. C lark, 1957), 1:386. For Moltmann, also, God is  
the "God of the poor" (The C rucified  God, p. 305).
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poor mediated by Marxist class analysis— are not re fe rrin g  to an 
innocent s o lid a r ity  which makes him "p ity  th e ir  s itu a tio n ."  God's 
option fo r the poor is  also framed w ith in  the vision of class 
struggle. To opt Tor the poor, the poor as "member of a social class 
which is  exploited,"^ is  "to opt fo r one social class against another
. . . i t  is  to  make common cause with i ts  [the exploited c la s s ']
2
in te res ts  and struggles." This notion is c lear in Miguez Bonino's 
strong c ritic is m  of Moltmann's a ffirm ation  that God is the "God of 
the poor,"^ when the German scholar fa i ls  to see the poor as "a class
4
and members of the oppressed so cie ties ."  For Bonir.c, as fo r  
lib e ra tio n  theologians in general, "God does not mediate between 
oppressors and oppressed . . .  he takes the side of the oppressed 
against the oppressors."^
Turning to  the "second major lin e  of thought" in  his discus­
sion o f the poor and poverty, G utierrez focuses on poverty as
^Gutierrez, "The Praxis of L iberation ," p. 382.
2Ib id .
3
Moltmann, The C rucified  God, p. 305.
^Miguez Bonino, Doing Theology, p. 148. Moltmann's declara­
tio n  that "the c ru c ifie d  God is  re a lly  a God without a country and 
without c lass," and at the same time "the God o f the poor" is  seen 
by Miguez Bonino as a contrad iction , since "the poor, the oppressed, 
the hum iliated, are a class and liv e  in  countries . . . Are we re a lly  
fo r  the poor and oppressed," he asks, " i f  we r a i l  to see them as a 
class, as members o f the oppressed societies" (Doing Theology, p. 148; 
the emphasis is his; cf. Assmann, P ractical Theology ot L ib era tio n , p. 
9 4).
C
Miguez Bonino, " In s is tin g  on Essentia ls ," p. 4.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
229
“s p ir itu a l childhood."^ The poor person is  the "c lien t"  o f Yahweh.
Here, the terms used to  designate a sociological r e a l i ty  "received an
2
ever more demanding and precise re lig ious  meaning." This is  the case
especia lly  with the term anawim, which is  the priv ileged designation
o f the s p ir itu a lly  poor. Poverty, from the time o f Zephaniah on,
acquired a s p ir itu a l meaning, "synonymous with fa i th ,  with
2
abandonment and tru s t in the Lord." The "poor" are thus id e n tifie d
4
as the ju s t ones, the whole ones, the fa ith fu l ones, those who are 
" to ta lly  at the d isposition of the Lord."
To avoid the ambiguities of the tra d it io n a l, " s p ir itu a lis t ic "  
approach to s p ir itu a l poverty, which regarded i t  as an "in te r io r " 
a ttitu d e  of unattachment to the goods of th is  world,"® a notion that
G u tie r re z , A Theology, pp. 296-299.
^ Ib id ., p. 296; c f .  Gel in , p. 26. Liano in  his study of 
the poor in  the Old Testament, however, denies th a t there exists in  
the Bible an evolution of the concept of the poor, or an especia liza- 
tio n  of the terms used. "The word anaw, even though from the same 
root as 1 a n i, has a fundamentally s p ir itu a l meaning, not as poverty 
'v i r tu e , '  but as humbleness, meekness and p ie ty ."  Jesus Maria Liano, 
"Los pobres en el Antiguo Testamento," EBib 25 {1966):161. We return  
to  th is  question in  the th ird  chapter.
3 A Theology, p. 296. G utierrez, then, goes on to provide some 
examples of s p ir itu a l poverty pp. 296-297.
^ Ib id ., p. 297.
®Ibid. Here G utierrez re fe rs  to  the Matthean version of the 
Beatitudes, "Blessed are the poor in  s p ir it"  (Matt 5 :1 ) , as the 
"highest expression" of s p ir itu a l poverty" ( ib id . ) .
® Ib id ., p. 289. P h ilips  discusses s p iritu a l poverty in the 
context o f Vatican I I  p recisely in  these terms (G. P h ilip s . La 
Ig le s ia  y su m isterio  en el Concilio Vatican I I  (Barcelona: Herder, 
I9baj, p. 153). Miguez Bonino c r it ic iz e s  him arguing that i f ,  as 
P h ilip s  says, "el pobre es el que no tin e  apego a su bienes, sine que
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"in the long run leads to comforting and tra n q u iliz in g  conclusions"^
resulting  in the ju s tif ic a t io n  of the status quo. G utierrez in s is ts
that s p iritu a l poverty "has no d irec t re lationship  to wealth . . .
[ i t  is ]  something more complete and profound. I t  is above a ll to ta l
2
a v a ila b il ity  to  the Lord.
The f u l l  development of G utierrez' analysis of the poor and 
poverty, however, does not emerge u n til the concluding section of his 
discussion: "An Attempt at Synthesis"3 where he arrives at a th ird  
meaning of poverty: "poverty as s o lid a rity  and p ro tes t." Here, f i r s t  
of a l l ,  he reaches the conclusion of his discussion o f poverty as "a 
scandalous condition." Gutierrez makes c lear that there is  no room
estSi dispuesto a desprenderse de e llo s ,"  then only the rich  can be 
"poor in s p ir i t ,  since the poor do not have m aterial goods to be 
detached from" ("Ecclesia Pauper," p. 140; the tran s la tio n  is  mine).
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 289. He strongly reacts against
the abstract notions which have surrounded the concept of "s p iritu a l 
poverty," giving to the rich the convenient idea of " in te r io r  
attitu d e" and escape from the necessity of an incarnated testimony of 
m aterial poverty ( ib id . ,  p. 290). On that basis Gutierrez also 
challenges the standard Catholic view of "evangelical poverty," which 
affirm s a "counsel" appropriate to a p a rtic u la r vocation and not a 
"precept" obligatory fo r  a ll  Christians ( ib id ) .
^ Ib id .,  pp. 297, 299. I t  is  s ig n ific a n t to note that while
th is  c r ite r io n  is  applied to the r ic h , i t  does not apply to the
poor. On the basis of re lationship  to wealth ( i . e .  detachment from 
i t ) ,  the rich  cannot assume "s p ir itu a l poverty," since th is  kind of 
poverty demands "to ta l a v a ila b il ity  to the Lord." Strangely, however, 
i t  is  precisely th is  re la tio n  to wealth, negatively in  th is  case, 
th a t makes the m ate ria lly  poor autom atically poor in s p ir i t .  Dussel, 
fo r  example affirm s th a t "those who are m ate ria lly  poor are the poor 
in  s p ir it"  ( “The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 116), a notion that 
stresses lib e ra tio n  tendency to exa lt the poor.
3A Theology, pp. 299-300.
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fo r any id e a liza tio n  of m aterial poverty. This would be: (1) to
aspire to a degrading condition, (2) to move against the current or
h is to ry , (3) to oppose man's capacity to change r e a l i ty ,  and (4) to
obscure and u ltim ate ly  ju s t i fy  the real causes of poverty, i . e . ,
in ju s tic e  and e x p lo ita tio n .’ Then he moves to new understanding of
"C hristian poverty," posing a decisive objection to any
s p ir itu a lis t ic  understanding of the concept. Quoting C hristological
texts  re fe rrin g  to Jesus' incarnation in poverty, he discusses
poverty as an act of love and lib e ra tio n , marked by redemptive value.
"C hristian poverty has meaning only as a commitment of s o lid a rity
2
witn the poor, with those who suffer misery and in ju s tic e ."  This 
view of C hristian or s p ir itu a l poverty, of course, ra d ic a lly  departs 
from the classic passive "renunciation of the goods of th is  world."
’ ib id . ,  p. 299.
^ Ib id .,  p. 300. G utierrez refers  to Phil 2 :6-11; 2 Cor 8:9;
Gal 5:1; Rom 6 :1 -11 . He quotes here the famous tex t o f Lumen Gentium; 
"Just as Christ carried  out the work o f redemption in poverty and 
under oppression, so the Church is  called to fo llow  the same path in 
communicating to men the f r u i ts  o f salvation" (Lumen Gentium no. 8, 
Abbott, p. 23). However, while Catholic F irs t world theologians, 
commenting on th is  passage, understand a "poor church" as a church
th a t abandons "triumphalism" and renounces being dcmlna and accepts,
as i ts  Lord, to  be a n c illa  (Congar, Power and Poverty in  the Church, 
pp. 80-100; P h ilip s , La Ig ie s ia  y su m isterio en ei Conciiio Vaticano 
I I , pp. 151-155), lib e ra tio n  tneologians give riesn and bones to tne 
concept of C hristian s o lid a r ity  with the poor. One cannot be with the 
poor unless struggling against poverty (G utierrez, A Theology, p. 
300; Miranda, Marx and the B ib le , p. 47 ). Not su rp ris in g ly , texts
such as 2 Cor "379 ("though he was rich . . . became poor"), Phil
2 :6-7  ( “he emptied h im self. . . taking the ve^y nature of a
servant"), are not treated  in  re la tio n  to th e ir  C hristo logical 
dimensions, but nearly exclusively in h is to rica l terms of Jesus' 
l i t e r a l  id e n tif ic a tio n  w ith the poor.
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I t  must be expressed in positive  action , meaningful fo r contemporary 
s itu a tio n . I t  seems c lear th a t in G utie rrez 's  mind th is  form of 
poverty must also be incarnated in class option, "a break with one's 
social c l a s s , i n  favor of the class of the poor.
From G utierrez' discussion on the poor and poverty, i t  
becomes evident th a t he has encompassed the concept completely w ithin  
the perspective o f lib e ra tio n . The m a te ria lly  poor, the victims of 
oppression, on the one hand, are the members of the p ro le ta ria t  
struggling fo r th e ir  basic r ig h ts . The " s p ir itu a lly  poor," on the 
other hand, are those who, although not in the same condition of the 
f i r s t  group, choose to side with them through active involvement in  
the process of lib e ra tio n . These are the 'l ib e ra to rs , ' in  a p a rtic ­
u la r sense a ll  gathered together in to  the "church of the people."
Jesus the Messiah of the Poor
Liberation theologians a ffirm  th a t God is hidden in  the
2
midst o f h istory  in s o lid a r ity  with poor. He is  hidden precisely  
in  the measure in  which he is  present w ith  the poor, the humiliated  
and marginalized of h is to ry . The creed of the poor, thus, is  not to 
affirm  th a t God ex is ts , but to proclaim th a t he walks with them and
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 300. G utierrez seems to suggest 
tha t even non-Christians siding with the oppressed in  th e ir  struggle 
are included among those who in contemporary Latin  America are liv in g  
"C hristian poverty" in th is  new and "authentic way" ( ib id . ,  p. 301).
2
See Araya, El Dios de los Pobres, pp. 91-93, fo r a synthesis 
of th is  notion in  the thought ot the main lib e ra tio n  theologians.
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fig h ts  th e ir  fig h ts .^  For G utierrez, the re la tionsh ip  God/poor is  the 
heart of the b ib lic a l f a i th .  The lib e ra tin g  God who manifests himself 
in  h istory " is  a God who is  partisan to  the poor and who lib era tes  
them from slavery and oppression." In the New Testament, the 
mystery of the Deus Absconditus in the poor is  revealed in  Jesus
3
C h ris t, who is  precisely "God become poor." Jesus' l i f e  and message 
enta iled  an inescapable preference fo r  the poor. This "p re fe ren tia l 
option," however, as G utierrez states i t ,  is  marked by a c o n flic tiv e  
character and apparently bears the notion of class struggle: "He 
[Jesus] addressed his gospel by preference to poor. He lashed out 
with invective against the rich  who oppressed the poor and despised
4
them." Liberation theologians also c a ll a ttention  to how the New
See El credo de los pobres (Lima: CEP, 1978), p. 9; c f.  
Jon Sobrino, kesurreccion de la verdadera ig le s ia  (Santander: 
E d ito ria l Sal le rrae , 19b!j, pp. lb, 32, 12/.
2
G utierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 13; see also pp. 5-12; 
c f .  Croatto, "Liberar a los pobres," pp. 21-24.
3
G utierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 13; c f .  p. 142.
4
Ib id . In the mind of lib e ra tio n  theologians, as we have 
noticed e a r l ie r ,  God's option fo r  the poor takes the form of class 
struggle. Jose Comblin c le a r ly  confirms th is  notion in  very radical 
terms: "As fo r  God, he has taken sides, he has taken the side of the 
poor and oppressed. God does not know man in  the a b s trac t,in  general 
. . . There is  a re lig io n  tha t sees a re la tionsh ip  between a 
universal God and a universal humanity: i t  is  the re lig io n  of the 
bourgeoisie. The re lig io n  of the Bible is  tha t o f the poor. In the 
Bible there are no 'men'; there are oppressors and oppressed, rich  
and poor, masters and subjects, learned and ignorant. God chooses: 
he is  on the side o f the ignorant, the poor, the subjected. God 
does not form his people from everyone. He accepts some and re jec ts  
others" "Humanity and the L iberation o f the Oppressed," in ed. Jean 
P ierre  Jossua and Claude G effre , Is  Being Human a C rite rio n  of Being 
C hristian  (New York: Seabury Press, m uz),pp. /b -76 .
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Testament message— as that of the Old— is  about deliverance from 
bondage, not simply a bondage and deliverance of the s p ir i t  divorced 
from the external bondages of social l i f e .  The C hrist-event extends 
the good news of the Exodus and prophetic tra d it io n , giving new 
dimensions to the meaning of lib e ra tio n . The actions, words, and 
l i f e  o f Jesus Christ lib e ra te  human beings oppressed by social and 
re lig io u s  structures.
As noted e a r l ie r ,  tra d itio n a l Latin American "Christology
of resignation"^ reduced the l i f e  of Jesus to an icon, w ith l i t t l e
human context, mostly placed outside h istory and hardly re la ted  to
the modern forces at play. This vision of C hris t, adopted by the poor
and oppressed, became an a lienating  influence, often useful for
preserving the status quo. Thus, in  th e ir  e f fo r t  to replace the "dead
C hrist" of the Latin  American popular p ie ty , lib e ra tio n  theologians
attempt to recover the p o lit ic a l dimensions of the h is to ric a l Jesus
2
through the form ulation of a set of Christologies "from below." In
^ e e  above, pp. 64-65.
2
The two most s ig n ific a n t attempts to work out a Christology 
from a 1ib e ra tio n is t perspective come from Leonardo B off, Jesus 
Christ L iberato r, and Jon Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, 
ih e ir  in ten tion  is  to elaborate a Christology From the standpoint of 
Latin  America. According to B off, i t  is  not enough simply to read 
about the fig u re  of Jesus purely in  the lig h t of his ipsissima vox e t 
fa c ta . "A Christology th a t proclaims Jesus Christ as the Liberator 
seeks to  be committed to the economic, socia l, and p o lit ic a l  
lib e ra tio n  of those groups th a t are oppressed and dominated" ( Jesus 
C h ris t, p. 266; c f .  p. 293; also Boff, "Salvation in Jesus C hrist and 
the Process of L iberation ," Cone [June 1974]:78-97). Robert Kress 
("Theological Method: Praxis and L iberation ," Com 6 [1979 ]:131 ), and 
Michael L. Cook ("Jesus from the Other Side oF"Ristory: Christology 
in  Latin  America," ThSt 44 [1983]:167-278) c r it ic iz e  Boff and 
Sobrino's Christologies fo r  th e ir  heavy dependence on European
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th is  approach p r io r ity  is  given to  the Jesus of history since he, not 
the Christ of f a i th ,  speaks to the contemporary s itu a tio n . Liberation  
Christology, therefore , does not s ta rt with the dogma of the 
incarnation, neither does i t  begin with the kerygma of Jesus, as in  
Bultmannian ex is ten tia lism , or with the teaching of Jesus, as in  
lib e ra l moralism. I t  focuses on the praxis of the h is to rica l Jesus, 
fundamentally marked by his p re fe ren tia l option fo r the poor.1
Although lib e ra tio n  theology, contrary to a general impres- 
sion, does not id e n tify  Jesus as a Zealot, i t  ra d ic a lly  re jects  the
Christology, despite the claim of "indigenousness." Kress and Cook 
also underline the d if f ic u lt ie s  of th e ir  heavy emphasis on the 
h is to ric a l Jesus. Boff, however, in  a revealing statement remarks 
th a t "the predominantly foreign lite ra tu re  th a t we c ite  ought not to 
delude anyone. I t  is  with preoccupations that are ours alone, taken 
from our Latin  American context, th a t we w il l  reread not only the old 
texts  of the New Testament but also the most recent commentaries 
w ritten  in  Europe" ( ib id . ,  p. 43 ). See also the recently published 
Faces of Jesus, Latin American C hristo log ies, ed. Miguez Bonino 
(Maryknoll, N .Y.: urbis Books, I » b 4 ) ,  a selection of essays w ritten  
by some of the best known lib e ra tio n  theologians.
^Ruether, Disputed Questions, p. 93; Sobrino, Christology at 
the Crossroads, pp. x x i, x x i i i ;  L .  B off, Jesus Christ L iberato r, ~pT 
T57I Roll surpris ing ly , the emphasis--placed on tRe ex is te n tia l 
meaning of Jesus—remains functiona l. "Liberation theology is  
concentrated in Christology insofar as i t  re fle c ts  on Jesus himself 
as the way to  lib era tio n " (L. B off, Jesus C hrist L iberato r, p. 37).
^Gutierrez not only notes the d ifferences between Jesus and 
the Zealots but also gives them a s ig n ific a n t emphasis in his in te r -  
D retation of Jesus. See "Jesus and the P o lit ic a l World," WView 15 
(1972):43-46; also A Theology, pp. 225-232. For a b r ie f synthesis 
see Francis Fiorenza, “Latin  American L iberation Theology," pp 8 -9 . 
Miranda, however, apparently, holds a more radical position. See 
Communism in the Bible (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1982), pp. 
70-72. L. Botf atrirm s th a t Jesus renounced the po lica l messianism 
of the Zealots and th e ir  confidence in  the use of fo rce , though "his 
preaching and his outlook brought him close to the lib e ra tio n  project 
of the Zealots" (Jesus Christ L ib era to r, p. 289). The lengthy 
treatment of Segundo on violence, on the other hand, places too much
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tra d itio n a l understanding which seeks in  good fa ith  but u n c r it ic a lly
to  cleanse him from anything which can give even an inkling  of a
p o lit ic a l a ttitu d e  on his part. For G utierrez, the revolution
envisioned by Jesus was "on a deeper level"^ and of more fa r -
reaching import than th a t of the Zealots. Following the idea of
social c r it ic is m  taken from the thought of Metz, the Peruvian
theologian affirm s th a t Christ rejected a ll  existing  p o lit ic a l
systems fo r the sake o f a more free  society. Since social c ritic ism
can only tru ly  e ffe c t freedom on a worldwide le v e l, "for Jesus, the
lib e ra tio n  of the Jewish people was only one aspect of a universal,
2
permanent revo lu tion ."
Gutierrez c r it ic iz e s  Cullmann's conclusion that Jesus' escha-
to log ica l realism and expectation of an imminent end of h istory meant
that he was concerned solely  with the conversion of the individual
3
and not with the transformation of social structures. Segundo, in
emphasis on the whip in the hand of Jesus at the Temple. His 
designation of God's love in action as "the gospel of violence" 
leaves too many frigh ten ing  p o s s ib ilit ie s  unblocked (The Liberation  
of Theology, pp. 156-165).
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 231.
^ Ib id .
^G utierrez, "Jesus and the P o lit ic a l World," pp. 44, 45. 
Cullmann's, posits a dichotomy between Jesus' c a ll to  conversion and 
any social reform program (Jesus and the Revolutionaries [New Yore  
Harper and Row, 1970J, p. z /;  uiiim ann. THe State in the New 
Testament [New York: S cribner's , 1956], p. TBI see a iso M. RengeT 
Victory over Violence [Philadelph ia: Fortress, 1973], pp. 47-51). As 
fo r  personal conversion, which seems so much a part of the teachings 
of Jesus, G utierrez sees th is  as too fundamentally ordered to  the 
re a liza tio n  o f the kingdom in  the social order. I t  seems that fo r  
lib e ra tio n  theology, a l l  personal conversions, a l l  personal free  acts
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his custumary provocative way, gives a more elaborated dimension to
Jesus' p o lit ic a l a ttitu d e . He remarks that the alleged a p o lit ic a l
stance of Jesus is  based on a mistaken exegesis, which localizes  the
“p o lit ic a l element" of his period in the structures of the Roman
Empire because they are what most resemble a modern p o lit ic a l empire.
The fa c t is  overlooked th a t, at th a t tim e, the p o lit ic a l  
l i f e ,  the c iv ic  organization of the Jewish m ultitudes, th e ir  
burdens, th e ir  oppression, th e ir  d iffe r in g  social and cu l­
tu ra l s itu a tio n , depended much less on the Roman Empire, and 
much more on the theology ru lin g  in the groups of scribes 
and pharisees. They, and not the Empire, imposed in to le ra ­
ble burdens on the weak and dispensed themselves from them, 
so establishing the true s o c io -p o litic a l structures of 
Is ra e l.
From th is  perspective, the real locus of Jesus' p o lit ic a l
stance is  found in his counter-theology rather than in  his
pronouncements or acts against the Roman Empire. For lib e ra tio n
theologians, thus, Jesus' p o lit ic a l posture is  framed w ith in  a strong
challenge to the groups in  power, accompanied with a "head-on
opposition to tho rich  and powerful and a radical option fo r the
2
poor . . . i t  is  above a ll  fo r  them th a t the Son of Man has come."
are dependent on the reform o f the social structures of society. The 
p o lit ic a l lib e ra tio n  of man thus becomes the means by which the 
eternal l i f e  of the transcendent fu ture  is  brought fo rth . A ll forms 
of lib e ra tio n  are concomitant with each other (see G utierrez, A 
Theology, p. 235). ~
^Segundo, "Capital ism—Social ism: A Theological Crux," p. 
118. For Miranda "the thesis that the message of Jesus does not get 
involved in  p o lit ic s  1s simply outrageous. I t  implies a complete 
misunderstanding of the prophets and a complete misunderstanding of 
C h ris t's  in transigent condemnation of the rich" (Communism in the 
Bible p. 69; see, Cormle, "The Hermeneutical P riv ile g e ,"  pp. 163-167).
^G utierrez, “Jesus and the P o lit ic a l World," p. 44.
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S ig n if ic a n tly , as depicted by lib e ra tio n  theologians, the
moral in terests  o f God are exclusively  id e n tifie d  with one group of
persons in society. C h ris t's  kenosis and incarnation, his m in istry ,
teachings, and death, cannot be understood apart from his p o lit ic a l
id e n tif ic a tio n  w ith the poor. Jesus is ,  in fa c t ,  the “Messiah of the
poor"^ and everything about his words and deeds, there fo re , must be
in terpretea  in  th is  lig h t. As bobrino declares,
Jesus se ha encarnado no en cualquier mundo, si no en el mundo 
de los pobres, ha tornado no cualquier carne, si no la  carne 
debil y f r S g i l ,  ha defendido no cualquier causa, sino la  
causa de los pobres, l]a corrido no cualquier suerte, sino la  
suerte de los pobres.
Because of Luke's in te re s t in  "the poor" and the c e n tra lity  
he gives to  them in his gospel, lib e ra tio n  theologians are 
p a rtic u la r ly  a ttracted  by the th ird  evangelis t. The las t pages of 
th is  chapter give a b r ie f  analysis of the crucia l Lukan texts  used by 
the Latin  America theologians of lib e ra tio n  to underscore the 
Church's engagement in  the struggle to  bring ju s tic e  fo r the poor. 
Generally lim ited  to giving essential a tten tion  to themes, lib e ra tio n  
theology does not deal with these texts from a exegetical 
perspective. While these passages generally provide the New Testament 
seal o f approval fo r  the o v e r-a ll thesis  of God siding with the poor, 
them atically  they can be c la s s ifie d  in to  two groups: on the one hand,
^See Alvaro B arre iro , Basic Ecclesial Communities, pp. 24.
2
Jon Sobrino, "La esperanza de los pobres en America 
L atin a ,"  Mision Abierta  4-5 {1982):121; c f . I .  E lla c u ria , "La Ig les ia  
de los pobres, sacramento h is to rico  de lib e ra c io n ,"  Estudios 
Centroamericanos 348-349 (1977): 717.
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Luke 4:18-21^ and 7:22 are taken as the support o f lib era tio n  
theology's assumption that the socio logically  poor are the privileged  
beneficiares of the Gospel and th e ir  evangelization/ lib e ra tio n  is 
the f i r s t  p r io r ity  of the agenda of the church. On the other hand, 
Luke 1:48-55 and 6:20 seem to  underscore the vision o f the poor as 
the avant-garde, the subjects of the lib e ra tio n  process. Needless to
say here that fo r lib e ra tio n  theologians, the poor--ptochoi—in the
2Gospel of Luke re fe rs  exclusively to the economically deprived.
Luke 4:18-21 is  considered the "most important Scripture 
reference fo r the theology of libera tion" (David J. Bosch, "The 
Church and the Liberation of Peoples," M issionalia 5 [1975 ]:31 ), or 
"the most frequently  noted passage in lib era tio n  w ritin g s ,"  Steven 
P h ilip s , The Use of Scripture in Liberation Theologies [Ph.D. 
disserta tion ! The Southern B aptist Kneological seminary, iy78], p. 
156). David R. G r if f in  even holds that Luke 4:18 is  regarded as "the 
John 3:16 of lib e ra tio n  theology." "North A tla n tic  and Latin  American 
Liberation Theology," Encount 40 {1979):21. G utierrez quotes th is  
passage, without exception, in  the context of his p o lit ic a l notion of 
the poor and th e ir  lib e ra tio n  (see The Power of the Poor, pp. 14, 19, 
143; 157; 207; A Theology, pp. 168)1 Not su rp ris in g ly , McAfee Brown 
states that " i f  the story o f the exodus is  a paradigm fo r the Old 
Testament conviction th a t God takes sides, the story of Jesus' sermon 
in Nazareth . . .  is  paradigm fo r the New Testament conviction that 
God brings lib e r ty  to the oppressed" (Theology in  a New Key, p. 94).
G utierrez, as we have indicated, admits th a t the term "poor" 
can have a s p ir itu a l understanding (above, p. 226 ) ,  but he dismisses 
th is  meaning in the gospel of Luke. Indeed, " i t  is  impossible to 
avoid the concrete and 'm a te ria l' meaning which the term "poor" has 
fo r  th is  evangelist. I t  re fe rs  f i r s t  of a l l  to  those who liv e  in a 
social s ituation  characterized by a lack of the goods of th is  world 
and even by misery and indigence" (A Theology, p. 298). Commenting 
th is  a ffirm ation  in  a footnote, Gutierrez fu rth e r c la r i f ie s  that the 
term ptochos, which occurs in Luke ten times, re fers  to the 
m a te ria lly  poor (p. 305, n. 42 ). S ig n if ic a n tly , G utierrez gives to 
these ten references the same meaning, without considering the 
contextual d ifferences, p a rtic u la r ly  in  those cases where the use of 
the word is  d ire c tly  dependent on the Old Testament and suggests a 
more complex understanding. We return to th is  la te r .
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The Gospel fo r  the Poor
As Gort has observed, under the influence of lib era tio n
theology, the expression “Gospel fo r  the poor" has gained the status
of standard C hristian coinage in recent years. "To not a few," Gort
notes, " i t  has become c lear on the basis of the b ib lic a l witness that
the m ateria lly  poor are in  a special way the apple of God's eye and
th a t th is  obliges his people to engage in a special m inistry on
behalf of the poor."^ Furthermore, there is a growing theological
2
conviction of the fundamental ro le  of the poor in  God's kingdom and 
tha t th e ir  struggle is  a basic "concern of God's mission and thus
3
profoundly a ffec ts  the id e n tity  of the church."
The poor, i t  is  asserted, are God's fa v o rite s . They are the 
f i r s t  ones to whom Jesus mission is  directed (Luke 4 :1 8 -2 1 ).4
1J. D. Gort, "Gospel fo r  the Poor?" Missio 7 (1979):325-354;
see Costas' response to Gort in The In te g rity  of Mission (New York:
Harper & Row), pp. 78-79.
^Emilio Cascro, " E d ito r ia l,"  IntRMiss 67 (1978):267; c f .  
Ihromi, "Have the Poor a Role in God's Design?" EcR 32 {1980):59-65; 
Costas, The In te g rity  of Mission, pp. 76-83. Herbert T. Mayer
provides a summary ot tn is  emphasis in some of the main works of
lib e ra tio n  theologians, "The Poor and the Church," CurThM 10
(1983):41-47.
^Gort, "Gospel fo r  the Poor,?" p. 334; see also Ju lio  de
Santa Ana, "The Mission of the Church in  a World Torn between Poor 
and Rich," "IntRMiss 72 (1982):20-31; Nestor 0. Miguez, "S o lid arity  
with the Poor: A les t of Ecclesial Renewal," EcR 31 (1980):59-65.
^See G utierrez, A Theology, p. 116; The Power of the Poor, p.
13-15; "The Irru p tio n  or the Poor," p. 117T in the context or his
discussion of Luke 4 :1 8 ff , Dussel observes that although admitting 
th a t Jesus came fo r  a l l  persons, "he came to save them from the
vantage point of his s tra te g ic , re a l, concrete, economic, p o lit ic a l  
psycho lo g ica l, commitment to  the real poor." E. Dussel, "An 
In ternational D ivision of Theological Labor," Foud 23 (1980):336.
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Their evangelization is  the supreme sign and proof o f his mission 
(7 :2 1 -2 3 ).  ^ Therefore, i f  God through his prophet Jesus acts in  
history  by "preaching good news to  the poor," lib e ra tio n  of the 
captives, the setting  at l ib e r ty  of those who are oppressed, i t  is  
hardly surprising th a t lib e ra tio n  theology sees i t s e l f  as well as i ts  
notion of the mission of the church d ire c tly  grounded in  the mission 
o f Jesus. "Was not C h ris t's  f i r s t  preaching to 'proclaim the
lib e ra tio n  of the oppressed?.'" Gutierrez asks rh e to r ic a lly . Jesus— 
we are to ld  time and again— addressed his gospel by preference to the 
poor,4 and s tra te g ic a lly  had them as the horizon o f his evangelizing  
mission which was placed in the perspective of lib e ra tio n . What does
See G utierrez, "The Poor in the Church," p. 15. Elsewhere he
remarks th a t "the gospel preached to  the poor" is  the sign of the
a rr iv a l o f the kingdom (The Power of the Poor, pp. 207-208), and 
id e n tif ie s  Jesus as the Messiah (we urink rrom our Own W ells, p. 43). 
Miranda, discussing the same te x t, goes one step fu rth e r , affirm ing  
th a t "Jesus is  the Messiah to  the extent th a t he is  the savior of a ll 
the poor and the lib e ra to r  of a ll  oppressed." Being and the Messiah. 
The Message of S t. John (Maryknoll, N. Y .: Orbis books, 1 9 / / ) ,  p. s>b.
See R. Ruether, Disputed Questions, p. 91. L. Boff in s is ts
th a t Jesus preached a Go3 to whom men nad access not prim arily
through prayer and re lig io u s  observance, but through service to the 
poor, in  whom God lie s  hidden and anonymous. Jesus established  
fellowship with society 's  outcast (Matt 11:19). He rejected wealth 
(Luke 19:9) and dominative power (Luke 22:25-28. Jesus Christ 
L iberato r, pp. 100-120). His own praxis, in other words, established  
a new way of looking at God and at r e a l i ty ,  i . e . ,  through the prism
of the struggle fo r  lib e ra tio n  (see McBrien's evaluation of B off's
Christology, Catholicism , pp. 491-492)
3
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 116.
^G utierrez, The Power of the Poor, pp. 13-14. For Ju lio
de Santana, Luke 4:18 emphasizes J,wnat we might c a ll the p riv ile g e  of 
the poor" (Good News to the Poor, p. 13). Miranda c r it ic iz e s  Puebla's 
notion of "God's p re fe ren tia l option fo r  the poor" since i t  gives 
“the impression th a t i t  was some a rb itra ry  decision of Ccd or the
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th is  mean? F irs t  of a l l ,  lib e ra tio n  theologians are extremely 
perceptive of the convergence between the gospel and the poor. These 
two ideas, as Dussel in s is ts , are inseparable and become central to  
the present opportunity o f the Latin American Church.1 Furthermore, 
Jesus' p re fe ren tia l option fo r the poor determines th a t the church's 
"s tra te g ic , real p r io r ity  option must be fo r the poor . . .  i t  must 
f i r s t  give a tten tion  to  the p o n r ." t- On th is  basis, the church must
B ib le , which could be omitted without imputation of c u lp a b ility ."  
According to him th is  option "is  not an option, i t  is  an obligation  
. . . Even God is  under ob ligation  in  th is  matter" (Communism in  
the B ib le , p. 69)
Mussel "An In ternational D ivision of Theological Labor," 
p. 332. Referring to Luke 4:18-21, Dussel remarks tn a t "in these 
texts which are basic fo r a l l  fu ture evangelization, the expression 
'poor' has a very precise, unavoidable, meaning. 'Poor' are 
'cap tives ’ , 'b lin d ' 'oppressed' (p. 334). In th is  context, re fe rrin g  
to  the c rit ic is m  by the conservative Bishop Lopez T r u j i l lo  regarding 
the id e n tif ic a tio n  of the poor o f the gospel with the p ro le ta r ia t  
(L iberation  or Revolution, pp. 18-20), Dussel admits th a t the "poor" 
in b ib lic a l sense cannot simply be id e n tifie d  with the p ro le tarian  
class (" An In ternational D ivision" p. 334), although, he in s is ts  
elsewhere, the former possesses many o f the c h arac te ris tics  of the 
la t te r  (A History of the Church p. 9 ). L iberation theologians, 
however, p refer to  run the r is k  of th is  id e n tific a tio n  rather than 
making a "worse confusion," i .  e . ,  to  id e n tify  the "poor with those 
who have power and form s o c ia lly  a part o f the dominant class" ("An 
In ternational D iv is ion ," p. 334 ), as tra d itio n a l a lle g o riza tio n  has 
done with the notion of the "poor in s p ir it"  ( ib id . ) .
2
Ib id . ,  p. 335. That the poor become the reference point fo r  
the mission of the church is  indicated by Dussel in  the same context. 
I t  is  only from the perspective of the poor, he adds, th a t i t  is  
possible "to labor fo r the salvation , the evangelization of the r ic h , 
the powerful, the dominators, the sinners" ( ib id ) .  L iberation  
theologians believe th a t the lib e ra tio n  of the rich  w ill  occur 
simultaneously to  the lib e ra tio n  of the poor (Miguez Bonino, Doing 
Theology, p. 122; G utierrez, A Theology, p. 285 n. 56). Is i t  "not, 
however, a boundless optimism to assume th a t the rich  w ill  be freed  
from selfishness and in c lin a tio n  to oppress once the poor are 
socio-economically liberated?
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"evangelize in terras of God's proclaimed preference fo r  the poor and
the oppressed."^ Moreover, because i ts  message is  addressed to the
2
poor, the church's mission consists in  making lib e ra tio n  a r e a li ty .
Here, however, one can e as ily  miss the innovative dimension 
o f th is  emphasis. Concerned with demonstrating th a t the proper 
understanding and value of the gospel is  not so much on transcendence 
as on a specific  and highly v is ib le  function, namely, what i t  can do 
in  th is  world and fo r the world problems, lib e ra tio n  theologians give 
to  Luke 4:18-21 and 7:21-23 a rad ical in te rp re ta tio n . Since the 
ptochoi have already been id e n tif ie d  as fundamentally the deprived
3
classes, a sociological category, the emphasis unavoidably fa l ls  on 
the p o lit ic a l im plications of the gospel ana evange liza tion .4 Not
^Gutierrez, “The Irru p tio n  o f the Poor," p. 117,
^Sobrino, The True Church, p. 120.
See G utierrez, A Theology, p. 305, n. 42; Dussel, "An 
In te rn atio n a l D iv is ion ," pi 3341 McAfee Brown, a fte r  a b r ie f  
analysis of G utierrez' use of the concept of class struggle, quotes 
Luke 4 :1 ; then, adding emphasis to the b ib lic a l words "good news to 
the poor," "release to the captives" and "to set a t l ib e r ty  those who 
are oppressed," c a lls  a tten tio n  to the "convergence between [M arx ist] 
analysis and the 'good news oi the Gospel.' At th is  po in t,"  concludes 
the powerful evangelical theologian, champion of lib e ra tio n  theology, 
"the message of Marx and the message of the gospel are s tr ik in g ly  
s im ila r" (Gustavo G utierrez, p. 37 ). This view, however, is  b as ica lly  
misleading not in what i t  says, but in  what ic  l e f t  unsaid and leads 
to  a m inimization of the gospel and the lib e ra tio n  i t  o ffe rs .
4
G utierrez, quoting Luke 4:16-21 , affirm s th a t Jesus here is  
"proclaiming a kingdom of ju s tic e  and lib e ra tio n , to  be established  
in  favor of the poor, the oppressed, and the marginalized o f h istory  
. . . This proclamation of the kingdom, th is  struggle fo r ju s tic e ,  
leads Jesus to the cross" (The Power of the Poor, pp. 13-14). 
Although G utierrez does not deny Uie transcendent 'dimensions of 
salvation  and the Gospel, he does not deal adequately with them. The
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su rp ris in g ly , there is in  lib e ra tio n  theology a tendency to l im it  the 
content o f the "good news" to the emancipation of the p ro le ta ria t  
from p o lit ic a l and economic oppression.^ L iberation theologians 
consciously and e x p lic it ly  accept the re la tionsh ip  between the notion 
of the "Gospel fo r the poor" and p o lit ic a l revo lu tion . P o lit ic s  and 
social praxis have become the place where the C hris tian  fa ith  must be 
expressed. In fa c t ,  reading the theologians of lib e ra tio n  one gets
the impression that there is  fo r the Church ju s t one authentic way of
liv in g  up to  the demands of i ts  evangelizing mission, namely,
committing i t s e l f  in  pragmatic and re a lis t ic  way to  the struggles
impression is  often given that the Gospel is e s s e n tia lly  a blueprint 
of p o lit ic a l lib era tio n .
^In his A History o f the Church in Latin America, re fe rrin g  
to  Luke 4:18 and Isa 61:1, Dussel argues that Jesus "is  dedicated to  
subvert the system, to red irec t h is tory , and to lib e ra te  the poor" 
(p. 10). Miranda's references to  the Nazareth discourse also place 
exclusive emphasis on the e x is te n tia l, immanent and horizontal 
dimensions o f the good news (Being and the Messiah, pp. 56, 169). 
Salvation "has a m ate ria l, th is  worlaiy-sense" (p. T59), and the good 
news th a t the kingdom has arrived means th a t "we must make i t  a rrive  
( ib id ) .  Outside of th is  v is ion , he in s is ts  elsewhere "the word 
euangelion makes absolutely no sense" (Marx and the B ible, p. 246). 
Drawing upon Luke 4:17, he points out th a t anyone who re a lly  confes­
ses th a t Jesus is  the Messiah is  declaring a supreme concern fo r a 
worldwide order of love and ju s tic e , fo r "Jesus C hris t 1s the Messiah 
to  the extent th a t he is  the savior of a ll  the poor and the lib e ra to r  
of a l l  the oppressed" (Being and the Messiah, p. 56; c f . pp. 156- 
171). To f a i l  to bring ju s tic e  to  the poor is not only not to  believe  
th a t the messianic eschaton has arrived , but a denial that Jesus is  
the Messiah (p. 196; c f .  Shaull, Heralds of a New Reformation, pp. 44 
-4 5 ). For Miranda, as fo r Marx, "our world is  not past recovery" 
(Marx and the B ib le , pp. 216-217). What fo r Marx is  possible through 
a conscious understanding o f h istory  as d ia le t ic ,  according to  
Miranda, i t  seems, is  possible fo r  the C hristian through fa ith  which 
acts on the assumption tha t the new age is already here. Miranda, 
however, fa i ls  to recognize the eschatological reserve, the "not yet" 
o f the coming kingdom (Coon, "Theologies o f L ib era tio n ,"  p. 417; P. 
Hebblethwaite, "Marx and the B ib le ,"  RelComLands 5 C1977]:257).
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of the poor. By the same token, the good news of lib e ra tio n  is  aimed 
near-exclusively at the structura l problems of in ju s tic e  and poverty.
The Poor: The Subject of the Gospel 
While t ra d it io n a lly  the poor have been considered the 
"object" of the Church's action, lib era tio n  theologians attempt to 
reverse th is  emphasis, transforming them into  the subject of the 
Church, the Gospel and h is to ry . For lib e ra tio n  theologians, the poor 
"are not ju s t the priv ileged addressees of the gospel message. They 
are i ts  bearers."^ This notion to some extent is  underscored by 
U b e ra tio n ls t In te rp re ta tio n  of the Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) and the 
Lukan version of the beatitudes (Luke 6 :2 0 ).
These passages are taken as speaking d ire c tly  to  the Latin  
American concerns. For lib e ra tio n  theologians the theme of p o lit ic a l  
reversal present in  the M agnificat makes i t  “one of the B ib le 's  most
^Gutierrez, “The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," p. 120; B arreiro , 
Basic Ecclesial Communities, p. 25.
2
While lib e ra tio n  theologians tend to concentrate on Luke's 
shorter reading— "blessed are you who are poor, fo r  yours is  the 
kingdom of God," the Matthean rend ition  "Blessed are the poor in 
s p ir i t ,  fo r  th e irs  1s the kingdom of heaven"--(Matt 5 :3 ), is  hardly 
mentioned. David L. Mealand notes G utierrez' selective concentration  
on Luke's beatitude. Poverty and Expectation in the Gospels (London: 
SPCK, 1981), p. 95. rn is, however, can be understood as a corrective  
to  tra d itio n a l emphasis on the Matthean form (see L. J. Topel, "The 
Lukan Version of the Lord's Sermon," BibTheBull 11 [1981 ]:48 -53 ). The 
basic dilemma in  choosing one of the two forms, as Leon-Defour well 
puts i t ,  l ie s  in  the fa c t th a t i f  the exegete “selects only Luke, he 
tends to b ea tify  a sociological condition; i f  he selects only 
Matthew, he runs the r is k  o f having the Beatitude evaporate in to  a 
s p ir i t  of poverty, which the rich  are supposed to possess." L' 
exeggte e t l'evenement h is to riq u e,"  RechScRel 58 [19793:559. G utier­
rez , however, has proposed an Innovative in te rp re ta tio n  o f the Lukan 
beatitude precisely to avoid the canonization of the poor. See below.
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revolutionary or radical passages,"^ and a ''favo rite  element in  the
l i f e  and re fle c tio n  of Christians committed to  the process of l ib e r -
2
ation in  Latin America." The notion of God associated with the
oppressed and in  opposition to the oppressors finds a decisive  
confirmation in the theme of reversal announced by Mary's song
contrasting the d iffe re n t fa tes of the proud/mighty/rich and the
lowly/hungry (Luke 1:52-53). The M agnificat, thus, becomes a sort of 
revolutionary hymn, "one o f the New Testament tex ts  which contain 
great im plications both as regards lib e ra tio n  and the p o lit ic a l  
sphere." In the context of th is  a ffirm a tio n , G utierrez goes on to  
declare that "the fu ture  of h istory belongs to the poor and
exp lo ited . True lib e ra tio n  w ill  be the work of the oppressed
4
themselves; in them, the Lord saves h is to ry ."  Although there are
«•
C hris tian  overtones in th is  v is ion , Marx's d ia le c tic  of h istory
G utierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 139; c f .  Leonardo Boff,
"Maria, Mulher P ro tetica  e liberadora," ReEcBr 149 (1978):58-78;
G utierrez A Theology, pp. 207-208. For the Bishop Sergio Mendez Arceo, 
"Mary sang th is  song th a t is  now the song o f the people, o f the 
C hris tian  people, and especia lly  the people gathered in  the C hristian  
basic communities" ("Marla expresion suprema de lo fem inino," c f .
G utierrez, We Drink From our Own W ells, p. 170, n. 11).
2
Miranda, Being and the Messiah, chap 5. In 1976, the
Conference o f Colombian Bishops v e r ifie d  tha t the M agnificat had been 
transformed into  a revolutionary message that finds i ts  best meaning 
in  the heroism of the martyrs of the new fa ith :  the Latin American 
g u e r r il la  fig h te rs . Identidad c ris tia n a  en la  accion por la  ju s tic ia  
(Bogota: CEDIAL, 1975), p. 142; c f .  V lrg ll io  Elizondo, "Notre-Dame de 
Guadalupe symbole c u ltu re l"  in  Concilium 122 (1977):33.
3G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 207-208.
4Ib id . p. 208. Marxist p ro le tarian  messianism seems to  
underline G utierrez' construction. Referring to the in te rp re ta tio n  
o f Mary's song by the South-American 1ib e ra tio n is ts , Edouard Hamel
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with the f in a l triumph of the p ro le ta r ia t , seems to  undergird 
G utierrez' thought.
Miranda, in his re a l is t ic  treatment o f the eschaton, 
regards Luke 1:52-53 as a "programatic b a ttle -c ry 1' 1 and a summary of 
the kingdom which prophesies the universal overthrow o f "every class 
of ru le rs ."  For the Mexican theologian, the kingdom announced by the 
M agnificat, which "seeks to 'te a r  down the ru lers  from th e ir  thrones 
and l i f t  up the poor . . . not only im plies, but is  a p o lit ic a l
3
transformation of the broadest reach." In th e ir  ideological 
convictions, lib e ra tio n  theologians, despite s ty l is t ic  and d iffe re n t
Edouard Hamel observes th a t "prise a la  le t t r e ,  la  peri cope du 
M agnificat semble envisager une revolution catastrophique dans 
laq u e lle  les p ro le ta ires  remporteront un succes ec la tan t aux depends 
de la  classe p riv ile g ie e "  ("Le Magnificat e t le  renversement des 
s itu a tio n s ,"  Greg 60 [1979 ]:73 ).
M iranda, Marx and the B ib le, p. 17. In th is  context
Miranda, while discussing "private ownership under challenge," 
singles out vs. 53 ("he has f i l l e d  the hungry w ith good things and 
sent the rich  away empty") as an expression o f the b ib lic a l 
"conviction about the in ju s tic e  of d ife re n tia tin g  wealth" (pp. 
17-18). In the same vein , Elza Tamez affirm s th a t in  vss. 52-53, 
"Mary is  speaking . . .  of the restructuring of the order in which
there are rich  and, poor, mighty and lowly" (The Bible of the
Oppressed [Maryknol, N. Y .: Orbis Books, 1982], p. S 8 ).
p
Miranda. Communism in the B ib le, p. 72, Miranda argues that 
i t  was precisely th i s vi si on of ffie kingdom th a t caused the 
persecution of the f i r s t  three centuries, unleashed "by the lords of 
th is  w orld," which, eventually , constrained C hristians to  formulate a 
version of C h ris tia n ity  in a way th a t would no longer provoke
repression (p. 68 ). The notion o f the kingdom of God which does not 
c a ll in to  question the kingdoms and social systems of th is  world, he 
argues, emerged not because theologians were pining and sighing fo r  
the other world, but out of fea r th a t "the poor would f ig h t  them fo r  
th is  world" ( ib id . , p. 66, emphasis supplied).
^ Ib id ..  pp. 67-68.
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degrees of emphasis, demonstrate an Important confluence of thought 
in  th e ir  references to the M agnificat. In the lig h t o f Latin  American 
struggles, the te x t gives va lid a tio n  to the uprising c f the poor, and 
symbolical force to  the intended subversion of the present o rd e r.1 
For G utiSrrez, “The M agnificat . . . gives profound expression to  
what the practice o f Latin  American Christians is  bringing to lig h t  
once again in  our day."fc
The notion o f the poor as active  subject o f the changes to be 
brought about 1n society is  also supported by lib e ra tio n  theologians' 
understanding of the Lukan version o f the beatitude: “Blessed are you 
who are poor." Gut1§rrez devotes three pages to assess the d iffe re n t  
approaches to th is  t e x t .3 He dismisses those in te rp re ta tio n s  tending 
to : (1) s p ir itu a liz e  the poor;4 (2) canonize th e ir  s itu a tio n ;^
A Document signed by eighteen bishops of the Third World 
points out th a t C hristians should recognize the hand o f the Almighty 
in  those h is to r ic a l events "when the powerful are dethroned and the 
lowly exa lted , when the rich  are sent away empty-handed and the needy 
are f i l l e d . "  “L e tte r to  Peoples o f the Third World," Between Honesty 
and Hope, p. 6. In fa c t ,  in  the context of his discussion or tne 
M agnificat, Dussel observes th a t the subversion o f the ru le rs  o f the 
present system in  Latin  America and the lib e ra tio n  of the poor are 
"for the church the 's ign ' o f the eschatologlcal mission o f the 
kingdom" (The H istory o f the Church, p. 11).
^G utierrez, We Drink from Our Own W ells, p. 127.
3
Idem, A Theology, pp. 297-299.
4 .
Ib id . ,  p. 298. This has been done mainly by in te rp re tin g  Luke 
6:20 from the perspective o f Matthew 5:3. In th is  case, Luke's 
version is  assim ilated in to  Matthew's and both are re fe rr in g  to 
s p ir itu a l poverty, or openness to  God.
c
This has been genera lly  the re s u lt of a s im p lis tic  id e n t i f i ­
cation o f poor in  Luke 6:20 as the m a te ria lly  poor ( ib id .  p. 297). 
G utierrez avoids th is  danger suggesting an innovative view (see below).
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(3) transform poverty “in to  a p riv ileg ed  path towards poverty of
soul."^ Furthermore, Gut1§rrez re je c ts  also the tra d itio n a l poor-now/
2
r ic h - la te r  approach, which re ta in s  the dichotomy between extra­
te r r e s tr ia l  salvation and present existence and reduces Luke's 
message to a preaching of resignation , which 1n the end, resu lts  in  
sacra liz ing  misery and in ju s tic e .
For G utierrez, i t  is  impossible to  avoid the concrete and 
m aterial meaning th a t the term "poor" has fo r  Luke. "The te x t [6 :20 ] 
in  Luke," he affirm s "uses the term poor in  the tra d itio n  of the 
f i r s t  major lin e  of thought we have studied: poverty is  an e v il and 
therefore  incompatible with the kingdom of God."^ But, why are the
G elin , The Poor of Yahweh, p. 108; c f . Karel Truhlar, "The 
Earthy Cast of tne Beatitudes," In  The G ift  of Joy, ed. Christian  
Doquod (New York: Paulist Press, 19b8 ) ,  pp. 33-34. For G elin , the 
poor are proclaimed blessed not because of th e ir  socio-economic 
status, but because of th e ir  " In terna l s p iritu a l in c lin a tio n "  
( Ib id . ) .  L iberation theologians, however, c r it ic iz e  G elin 's  
" s p ir itu a llz ig  and moralizing in te rp re ta tio n " (B arre iro , Basic 
Ecclesial Communities, p. 27; Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 305, n. TIT  
Ju n o  oe Santa Ana, Good News to the Poor, p. lb ). The basic reason 
fo r  the c rit ic is m  is  tn a t tie n n 's  notion stands only a short distance 
from the acceptance of poverty as a norm, and in  th is  case, poverty 
would be a v ir tu e , rather than an e v il to be eradicated, an 
understanding which c le a rly  waters down the need fo r lib e ra tio n .  
S ig n if ic a n tly , however, in many other circumstances, when th is  danger 
seems removed, lib e ra tio n  theologians a ffirm  precisely what they 
c r i t ic iz e ,  and tend to  depict a “romantic" p icture of the poor.
2
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 298. For J. Dupont, “ in  the 
Beatitudes of Luke, the b is ic  perspective . . .  is  th a t of 
re tr ib u tio n  a fte r  death." Les beatitudes: le  problfime l i t t§ r a 1 r e ,  le  
message doctrinal (Bruges! Editions cle I'Abbaye 3e saint-Andre, 
I 9 b 4 j ,  pp. 2 1 3 - 2 l b .  I t  seems th a t in  more recent editions o f his Les 
beatitudes Dupont has revised th is  position .
3
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 298; Santa Ana, Good News to  the 
Poor, pp. 16-17.
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poor blessed? Here lib e ra tio n  theologians depart from standard in te r ­
pretations and introduce an innovative view. The meaning o f Jesus' 
proclamation of th e ir  happiness is  disclosed by lib e ra tio n  theology's 
notion of the kingdom, understood as taking place in h is to ry . For 
G utierrez, " I f  we believe th a t . . . the kingdom o f God necessarily  
implies the reestablishment o f ju s tic e  in th is  world, then we must 
believe that Christ says th a t the poor are blessed because the 
kingdom of God has b e g u n .T h u s ,  th e ir  p riv ile g e  lie s  neither in 
th e ir  m aterial circumstances, nor in th e ir  s p ir itu a l d isposition , but 
in  the a rr iv a l of the messianic kingdom, which means the a rr iv a l of 
complete ju s tice  and lib e ra tio n . They are blessed because the kingdom 
at hand w ill  bring a reversal and "put an end to th e ir  poverty
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 298. Dupont ("Les pauvres et la  
pauvrete dans les Evangiles e t les Actes," in La pauvrete evangelique 
[P aris : Editions du C erf, 1971] p. 52), as well as K. Bultmann tJesu? 
and the Word [New York: Charles Scribners' Sons, 1934], p. TU7F7 
emphasize that the poor were pronounced blessed not because of th e ir  
condition but because the kingdom of God would end th a t need, 
reversing th e ir  p lig h t in the age to  come (c f. S. Maclean Gilmour, 
"The Gospel according to S t. Luke: Introduction to  an Exegesis" in 
The In te rp re te rs ' B ib le , ed. George Arthur B uttrick  [New York: 
Abingdon Press, I972J, 8 :118 ). For R. Bultmann, however, in Luke 
6:20 "poor" is  equivalent w ith "pious" (Theology of the New Testament 
2 vols. [New York: Charles Scribner's sons, I955J, I :3 9 ) . Gutierrez  
fig h ts  against th is  notion. For him, the poor are blessed 
independently of th e ir  s p ir itu a l dispositions (The Power of the Poor, 
p. 138). The theology of the Beatitudes, he in s is ts , must come 
before th e ir  anthropology, th ere fo re , "the blessedness of the poor is  
constituted by the fa c t th a t the God of the Bible is  a God of 
ju s tic e , and hence a God of the poor" (p. 141). In th e ir
p o lit ic iz a t io n  of the kingdom, lib e ra tio n  theologians a ffirm  that the 
kingdom th a t w ill  reverse the p lig h t of the poor, grows from w ithin  
h is to ry . I t  is  fashioned p a rtic u la r ly  by the e ffo rts  of the poor 
(Dussel, History and the Theology of L iberation , p. 170; Dussel, 
"The Kingdom of God and the Poor, pp. 124-125; Miranda, Comnunism in 
the B ib le , pp. 12-20; 65-67; Marx and the B ib le , pp. 250 ff; L. Boff, 
Jesus Christ L iberato r, pp. 56, 57).
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by creating a world of brotherhood."^ How precisely i t  takes 
place is not c le a r ly  spelled out, but the clue seems to  l i e  in 
l ib e ra tio n is t  eschatology.
Croatto, fo r example, remarks that "blessed are the poor"
because now with Jesus lib e ra tio n  begins. The beatitudes, then, "are
not a c a ll to resignation but to a process o f lib e ra tio n : the process
does not begin as a social and p o lit ic a l revo lu tion , but sooner or
la te r  becomes one. I f  the 'kingdom' is  not an e therea l, s p ir itu a l
r e a l i ty ,  then i t  w il l  not a rriv e  without a profound change in human
2
beings, without the establishment of ju s tic e  on a ll le v e ls ."  Since 
the poor of the Gospel are transformed in to  the working class or the 
p ro le ta r ia t , and action to promote the coming of the kingdom o f God 
is  at leas t fragm entarily id e n tif ie d  w ith revolutionary struggle, i t  
is  not surprising th a t Croatto is  able to a ffirm  that "the beatitudes 
are a summons to the oppressed to  recognize the 'signs of the times' 
and, fu l l  of hope, to set out on the long march to lib e ra tio n . They 
are not a c a ll to resignation but a process of lib e ra tio n ."^
Since, as G utierrez says, "the poor, the classes of the 
common people are the force that transforms history . . . [those who] 
simultaneously subvert and evangelize,"^ and in tu rn , by the same 
token., the good news and the kingdom are id e n tifie d  with th e ir
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 177.
2
Croatto, Exodus, p. 57.
3Ib i d .
^G utierrez, "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," p. 120.
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l ib e ra tiv e  p r a x i s ,  i t  is  not surprising th a t the poor are regarded as 
the bearers o f the gospel, the subject and c a rrie rs  of the kingdomJ
In fa c t ,  fo r  Miguez Bonino "The struggles of the poor must be fo r us,
2
in the deepest sense, good news." The dynamic fo r the transformation  
of the conditions of l i f e  and the creation of a new world and a new 
day fo r  a ll  o f mankind " lie s  in  the hands o f the poor of the world. 
A ll we can do is  to enter in to  th e ir  s truggle, to  make th e ir  cause 
our own, to  be evangelized by them."'* At th is  po in t, however, i t  is 
not c lear whether we must id e n tify  with the poor because i t  is  a 
C hristian  demand or because they provide us with the clue to the 
fu tu re .
Conclusion
Concluding th a t theology and the Church in  Latin America were 
used to ju s t i fy  the outrageous s itu a tio n  of poverty and misery 
--co n trary  to the w ill  o f the lib e ra tin g  God— lib e ra tio n  theology has 
attempted to redefine these categories in terms of so cio p o litica l 
r e a l i t ie s  to  make them instruments of transformation and lib e ra tio n .  
G utierrez speaks of th is  re v e rs a l-- in  which the poor become the 
c r it e r ia  fo r  theological re fle c tio n  and the te s t fo r ecclesio logical 
leg itim acy--as  "the social appropriation of the gospel."
Theological re fle c tio n  must fin d  i ts  point of departure in
*Dussel, "The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 124.
2
Mfguez Bonino, "Poverty, as Curse, Blessing" p. 11.
3Ib id .
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the concrete s itu a tio n  o f the poor. Instead of s ta rtin g  with  
abstract th eo ries , in s o lid a r ity  with the victims of h is tory  i t  must 
s ta rt w ith lib e ra tiv e  praxis . The Church, on the other hand, must 
s h ift  sides, not only being e th ic a lly  fo r the poor, but above a ll  
being of the poor, reth inking  i t s e l f  and i ts  mission "from below," 
from the position of the poor. Abandoning i ts  pretense of "p o lit ic a l 
n e u tra lity ,"  i t  must openly side with the oppressed and s tr iv e  
e ffe c tiv e ly  to abolish in ju s t ic e , an ecc les io log ica l model best 
expressed through the Basic Ecclesial Communities and th e ir  praxis.
T rad itional hermeneutics, i t  is  argued, under the influence
of Greek thought, averse to  anything m aterial or th is -w o rld ly , has
s p ir itu a liz e d  and a llegorized  the poverty theme in Scripture,
converting i t  in to  a " v ir tu e ,"  a "re lig ious id e a l,"  necessary for  
%
other-w orld l" salvation . When taken in a more l i t e r a l  sense, poverty 
has generally been id e n tif ie d  as the resu lt of " fa ta l i ty "  or even as 
"God’ s w i l l , "  being consequently something unchangeable. In reaction  
to th is  sort o f reductions which have led to tranqu il i zing 
conclusions and transformed the poor in to  a passive object of 
c h a rity , lib e ra tio n  theologians have turned to  Marxist social-c lass  
analysis and introduced i t  in  th e ir  methodogy as a necessary measure 
to prevent the s p ir itu a liz a t io n  of the term "poor" and to insure tha t 
the lib e ra tio n  to  be won is  real lib e ra tio n  from real poverty and 
oppression. The concept o f the poor thus acquired a very precise 
meaning: i t  became exclusively  a sociological category, the
struggling p ro le ta r ia t , those who, as in Marxist v is io n , are the 
shapers of h is to ry  and have in th e ir  hands the seeds o f the fu tu re .
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Turning to the B ib le , which is taken as a "second word" a fte r  
the " f i r s t  word" of social science, lib e ra tio n  theologians tend to  
re in te rp re t the b ib lic a l concern fo r the poor in terms of the
p ro le ta r ia t in  revolution against p o lit ic a l and re lig io u s  oppressors. 
There fo llow s, then, a revolutionary reading of Scripture as the  
B ib lia  Pauperum with what appears as selective use of those texts  
which seems to correspond d ire c tly  to lib e ra tio n 's  concerns. 
References to the poor and oppressed in  the Old Testament and
p a rtic u la r ly  in the Gospel of Luke in the New Testament are
ra d ic a lize d . In the lig h t of lib era tio n  theology's hermeneutics, 
"the poor" in Scripture, are understood in  terms of socioeconomic 
categories and equated with the modern concept of "class," an 
in te rp re ta tio n  that fundamentally strengthens the cause of the
contemporary Latin American struggling poor.
In a leg itim ate  protest against the classic  s p ir itu a liz a t io n  
of poverty, has lib e ra tio n  theology lost i t s e l f  in  the socioeconomic 
dimensions of poverty? Can a one-dimensional focus on the poor as 
"sinners" or "the humble" be corrected by another one-dimensional 
focus on the poor as exclusively the oppressed p ro le ta ria t?  What are 
the im plications of th is  concept of the poor fo r theological 
re fle c tio n  and the Church? Hardly would anybody want to challenge 
l ib e ra tio n 's  emphasis on the b ib lic a l concern fo r  the poor or th a t 
the Church must give p r io r ity  to the poor, weak and su ffe rin g , but 
does the B ib le , in fa c t ,  understand poverty and the poor in the same 
way lib e ra tio n  theologians might lik e  to see? To these and re la ted  
issues we turn our a ttention  in the following part of th is  study.
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CHAPTER I I I
THE RADICAL THEOLOGY OF THE POOR IN THE LIGHT 
OF THE BIBLICAL MESSAGE
We have now reached the la s t stage of th is  study. In the two 
preceding parts we have discussed: F irs t , the large and immediate 
contexts of the emergence of Latin  American lib e ra tio n  theology. 
Second, a fte r  an analysis of lib era tio n  theology's method, marked by 
the strong determination to re in te rp re t C hristian theology from the 
perspective o f the poor, we focused attention  on the concept of the 
poor as formulated in  the context of 1ib e ra tio n is t ecclesiology and 
in turn  how i t  re la tes  to  lib era tio n  theology's perception of the 
l i f e  and mission of the church and to i ts  re-reading of Scriptures. 
This f in a l chapter consists of an evaluation of the findings of 
chapter two. Here we re f le c t  c r i t ic a l ly  on the im plications of the 
assumed concept of the poor fo r the method, theological content, 
and hermeneutics of lib e ra tio n  theology. Although as indicated in 
the introduction of th is  study, our assessment is based on a varie ty  
of c r i t e r ia ,  i t  fundamentally re fle c ts  a C hristian evangelical 
perspective,^ which is  our own tra d it io n .
^This includes mainly acceptance of the u ltim ate normative­
ness and authority  of Scripture, and the v a lid ity  of i ts  in te rp re t­
ation of h is to ric a l events. I t  assumes acceptance of the supreme 
lordship of Jesus C h ris t, in  whose l i f e ,  death, and resurrection  
God's reve latio n  found its  culmination and f in a l i t y .
255
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Theology; Relevance and Id e n tity
Jurgen Moltmann has pointedly noted th a t theologians and the  
Church are faced more than ever with a double and complementary 
c r is is :  the c r is is  of relevance and the c r is is  of id e n tity . "The more 
theology and the Church attempt to become relevant to the problems of 
the present day, the more deeply they are drawn in to  the c r is is  of 
th e ir  own C hristian id e n tity . The more they attempt to  assert th e ir  
id e n tity  in tra d itio n a l dogmas, rig h ts  and moral notions, the more 
irre le v a n t and unbelievable they become."^ Latin American lib e ra tio n  
theology in a p a rtic u la r sense faces the re a li ty  of th is  c r is is .  
While attempting to  be relevant to  the Latin  American quest fo r  
freedom and s e lf-a ffirm a tio n  i t  runs the risk  of compromising the 
id e n tity  of i ts  theological response.
This section addresses i t s e l f  to th is  question. The following  
discussion takes a c r it ic a l  look at three aspects o f the method of 
lib e ra tio n  theology which are d ia le c tic a lly  in te rre la te d  and 
s ig n ific a n t fo r  the main concern of th is  study. The f i r s t  point to be 
considered is  the p r io r ity  given to  h is to ric a l praxis in doing 
theology. The a tten tion  moves to  the emphasis on "the h is to rica l 
context of the poor," understood not only as the exclusive locus for  
theological re fle c tio n  but also as a source of re ve la tio n . Third , we 
turn to  the crucia l question of the id e n tity  o f the poor as perceived 
by the lib e ra tio n is t  use of social c lass-analysis.
^Moltmann. The C rucified God, p. 7; c f .  Helmut G o llw itzer, 
"Liberation in H is to ry ," in te r 28 U 9 7 4 ):404-419.
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The P r io r ity  of Praxis
Liberation theologians have unquestionably rendered a 
tim ely and important service to  theology in fo rc e fu lly  ca llin g  
a tten tio n  to the fa c t th a t theology must always be oriented to 
p ra c tic e . Correctly  they challenge the ra t io n a lis t ic  tendency of 
theology in  i ts  c lassica l s ty le , which in  i t s  ivory-tower syndrome, 
iso la tin g  i t s e l f  from r e a l i ty ,  has tended to become a docetic 
f l ig h t  from the concrete w o rld .1 Assuming the p o s s ib ility  of a "pure 
theology" derived from Scriptures and "systematized" or "applied" to 
p ractica l e th ica l problems, i t  has in fa c t often assumed the 
p o s s ib ility  of a knowledge o f tru th  without any in tr in s ic  connection 
with the practice of tru th .
The prophetic and apostolic message of the Bible c e rta in ly  
demands that tru th  be acted upon, that the be liever walk in tru th . 
Since C hristian  tru th  is  always tru th  to be lived  out and not merely 
tru th  to  be in te lle c tu a lly  known, there should be, in  e f fe c t ,  no 
dichotomy between orthodoxy and orthopraxis, word and deed. Therefore 
the Greek vision of theory as s e lf -s u f f ic ie n t  contemplation, which 
exerted great influence on Western thought,1 is  hardly applicable to 
C hris tian  theology. I f  God's Word has p ractica l purpose (2 Tim 3 :16), 
the purpose of theology can be no less p ra c tic a l. Furthermore,
V o r  such im plications in  the realm of philosophy and 
theology, see N. Lobkwicz, Theory and Praxis: H istory of a Concept 
from A ris to tle  to Marx (Notre uame: un ivers ity  ot Notre name Kress, 
196 /;; vJ. Habermas, iheory and Practice (Boston: Beacon Press, 1973). 
For a summary, see Lobkwicz's "1heory and P rac tice ,"  in Marxism, 
Communism and Western C iv iliz a t io n  (New York: Herder & Herder, l973;, 
3:160-1 /9 ; W. Post, "Theory and Practice" SM 6 (1970):246-249.
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since theology has to  do with salvation as already realized  in 
C h ris t, i ts  purpose is  the mediation of th is  salvation in h is to ry . 
Therefore, i ts  proper task is  not to  operate in  the ra r if ie d  
athmosphere of th ink ing . Instead i t  must be a fundamentally practical 
science.
Extremely concerned with relevance, and attempting to avoid 
d is trac tio n s  from the h is to rica l task at hand, lib e ra tio n  theology, 
however, tends to  overemphasize the notion of praxis as a corrective  
of tra d it io n a l abstract theology whose e th ic  frequently  remained 
in d iffe re n t to  the social sphere. "C ritic a l re fle c tio n  on p raxis ,"  
as we have seen, is  generally the way in  which lib e ra tio n  theology is 
described methodologically. Praxis, according to th is  form ulation, 
not only becomes the f i r s t  step in doing theology but also the only 
leg itim ate  theological locus, 1 the decisive source and c r ite r io n  of
p
tru th . The issue here is  not only a question of "transforming 
theology in to  mere praxiology." To the extent th a t lib e ra tio n  
theology--curiously  analogous to Marx's fundamental a ffirm ation  tha t
For lib e ra tio n  theologians praxis is  not only the theologi­
cal source par excellence, but the only theological source (see 
C roatto, L iberation y L ibertad, p. 20). G utierrez leaves no doubt 
th a t i t  is  w ith in  the h is to ric a l praxis of subversive lib e ra tio n  that 
theology finds i ts  "authentic locus" ("Por una teologfa y una 
l i tu r g ia  de la  lib e ra c fc n ,"  Liaisons In ternationales 10 C19753:1; c f.  
Sobrino, "El conocimiento teoiogico" pp. I / / - 2 U / ) .
P. Richard, "Teoloafa de la liberacion latinoam ericana," 
Liaisons In ternationales 8 (1975):21; R. V ldales, "Accotaciones a la  
probiematica sobre el metodo en la  tso logfa  de la  lib era c io n ,"  in 
Liberacion y c au tiv e rio , p. 257. H is to rica l praxis is  transformed 
in to  the "C hristian tr ib u n a l; i t  passes judgment on the tru th  or 
f a ls i t y  of fa ith  and from th a t judgment there can be no appeal" ("£ 
Que es C ristianos por e l Socialism?" quoted by Klopenburg, p. 41).
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action precedes and determines thought^-stresses the primacy of
revolutionary praxis over theory i t  is  u ltim ately  subversive to  the
id e n tity  of theological content and threatens the fundamental
structure of the C hristian fa i th .  Not surpris ing ly, Carl E. Braaten
2
has called praxis the "Trojan horse of lib era tio n  theology."
Once the lib e ra tio n is t  thesis about the p r io r ity  of social 
praxis is accepted, the unavoiable conclusion is  that there is no tru th  
outside or beyond the concrete h is to rica l events in which man
3
partic ipates  as agent. The tru th  claims of theology, then, are 
social products which re f le c t  the class contradictions of th e ir  
p articu la r h is to rica l moment. In other words, theological content is  
as mutable as i ts  social basis, and the essence of re lig io n  is  not 
to be sought on the level o f theological theory, but rather on the 
level of the h is to rica l praxis of the oppressed.
Furthermore, since Scripture plays only a re fe re n tia l ro le  
fo r lib e ra tio n  theology and has no normative or determinative
See Maurice Cornforth, The Open Philosophy and the Open 
Society (New York: In ternational Publishers, 1976), pp. 17-41; J. W. 
Savoiainen, "Theology in  the Shadow of Marxis: The Theory-Practice in  
Specificum," Dial 19 (1980):268-273.
Braaten, "Praxis: The Trojan Horse" p. 276.
3
When Gutierrez condemns the "epistemological s p lit"  in 
tra d itio n a l theology ("Praxis the liberac ion , p. 16), when Assmann 
speaks of the re jec tio n  of "any logos which 1s not the logos of 
praxis" (Opression-Liberation, p. 87), and when Segundo states that 
"no lib e ra tin g  God is  revealed outside . . . h is to rica l events" (The 
Liberation of Theology, p. 118), they are in fa c t affirm ing that 
there 1s no tru th  or knowledge except in action i t s e l f  (Bonino, Doing 
Theology, p. 88). Tne criterion  fo r knowing tru th , then, is  not to be in  
agreement or disagreement with a previously given reve la tio n , but 
with effectiveness in transforming h istory and lib e ra tin g  the poor.
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function,^ i t  seems that concrete p o lit ic a l commitment— informed by
sociological analysis, especially  in a Marxian sense— becomes the
source of i ts  notion of orthopraxis and u ltim ate ly  the absolute
c r ite r io n  fo r tru th  and fa i th .  I f  praxis is  the tribunal fo r tru th ,
then, contrary to GutiSrrez' d e fin it io n , lib e ra tio n  theology tends to
3
become merely a "reflexion  of praxis in the lig h t of praxis ." How 
r e a l is t ic ,  however, we must ask, is  i t  to claim that we can aiscover 
what orthos is  in the praxis of a p a rticu la r p o lit ic a l program? 
Furthermore, can th is  vision of tru th  ( i .e . ,  the tru th  discovered in 
p o lit ic a l praxis) become the c r ite r io n  of what is  true in theology? 
Though of crucial Importance, we must a ffirm , praxis cannot be a 
primordial locus theologicus or the p rinc ip le  of v e r ific a tio n  of 
tr i; th . This would be to f a l l  into a new positivism .
On the basis of the very nature of Christian theology, 
the lib e ra tio n is t contention fo r the p r io r ity  of praxis must be 
seriously challenged. The ultim ate and logical primacy of theory in
^ e e  below.
2
See G utierrez, A Theology, p. 11-15.
3
Rene P ad illa  notes th a t i f  there is  no norm fo r evaluating  
praxis outside of praxis i t s e l f ,  then sheer u t i l i t y  w ill  provide the 
only grounds fo r i ts  ju s t if ic a t io n —the end w ill  ju s t ify  the means 
("L iberation  Theology," RefJ 33 [1983]:150). Furthermore, even i f  
theology "is  a re fle c tio n  on praxis in  the lig h t of fa i th ,"  as 
G utifirrez holds (A Theology, p. 13), but i f  " fa ith ,"  as conceived 
w ith in  UberationTTE performative approach, is  defined as "a 
U b e ra tive  praxis" (G utierrez, "The Hope of L iberation ," pp. 65-66), 
or as Assmann claims, "no more nor less than man's h is to rica l 
praxis which is  essen tia lly  p o lit ic a l"  (P ractical Theology of 
Liberation , p. 35), theology is  transformed in to  a simple "re flec tio n  
on praxis in  the lig h t of praxis ."
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the theological task seems implied by the essence o f the Christian  
reve la tio n . As indicated by the b ib lic a l witness, God's f in a l and 
perfect reve latio n  to  mankind has taken place in  Jesus Christ (Heb 
1:1-3; John 1 :1 -1 8 ). This reve la tio n , accessible through the medium 
of a p a rtic u la r kind o f theory, the w ritten  word of Scriptures, not 
cnly has primacy over human praxis, but also determines and judges 
what correct praxis is .  Furthermore, because Scripture is 
theopneustos, i ts  tru th  is  irreduc ib le .^  C hristian  theology, because 
i t  is  bound to  th is  reve la tio n  which issues from a previous word of 
God, does not depend fo r  i ts  source of tru th  e ith e r on human praxis 
or on a p a rticu la r p o lit ic a l analysis. I t  seems, th ere fo re , tha t i f  
the Greek concept of theory as an end in i t e l f  is  not appropriate to  
theology, neither is  the notion of praxis as the absolute source and 
c r ite r io n  fo r theological re fle c tio n .
Praxis or Pragmatism?
Both the content and the nature of Scripture favor lib e ra tio n  
theology's emphasis on the importance o f orthopraxis fo r the correct 
understanding of the C hristian  fa i th .  By adopting the idea of
^Liberation theologians give the impression th a t the tru th  of 
C h ris tia n ity  needs the va lid a tio n  of human praxis. Although the Bible 
c e rta in ly  demands that tru th  be acted upon, as Kirk says: "The tru th  
of reve la tio n , because i t  depends upon God who reveals , is  ob jective­
ly  true independently o f whether i t  is  believed and acted upon by man 
or not." A. K irk , "The Meaning of Man in  the Debate Between 
C h ris tia n ity  and Marxism," Theme!ios 1 (1976):91; V o lf, p. 128.
2
The more we know, the more we are ca lled  to  respond 
obediently, and th is  is  because the more we obey, the more God makes 
Himself known. As P ad illa  correctly  remarks, we know to the extent 
th a t we obey, th a t is  the e x is te n tia l side of tru th . But we are able
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praxis as a supplement to  the basic hermeneutical operations of 
theology, which necessarily come f i r s t ,  theologians c e rta in ly  can 
b en efit th e ir  d is c ip lin e . Furthermore, adequately conceived, the 
notion of praxis w il l  serve as a "challenge to  a ll  s ta t ic  views of 
tru th  and re a lity ." ^  L iberation- is t 's  too narrow and too re s tr ic t iv e  
concept o f orthopraxis, however, should not obscure the p i t f a l ls  of 
pragmatism and functionalism . Although hardly a rticu la te d  uni vocally  
by lib e ra tio n  theologians, praxis generally re fers  exclusively  to  
p ractica l p o lit ic a l involvement fo r  the lib e ra tio n  o f the poor in 
social and economic terms: a p a rtic u la r kind of involvement ( i . e . ,  
class s trugg le ), informed by a p a rtic u la r kind of social analysis  
( i . e . ,  M arxist). The question thus is  not whether C hristian  theology 
should or should not endorse the notion o f praxis, but who or what 
determines the meaning of the concept, the b ib lic a l gospel or an 
a lie n  ideology.
Liberation theologians appeal to the Johannine theme of 
"doing the tru th" (John 3:21, 7:17; c f .  1 John 1:6) to  leg itim ate  the
to  obey to  the extent th a t we know God's commandments, promises, and 
judgments as they are revealed in  S rip ture; tha t is  the cognitive  
side of tru th , which precedes and guides obedience ("L iberation  
Theology " p. 15).
'Braaten, "Praxis ," p. 279.
2
Despite the evident importance of praxis fo r lib e ra tio n  
theology, the concept is  used without much e ffo r t  to  define its  
meaning. GutiSrrez in  his A Theology of L iberation , pages 6-7, 
re fe rs  to  "Christian praxis" in tra d it io n a l C hris tian  terms. A few 
pages la te r ,  however, the notion reappears, but here th is  praxis on 
which theology must re f le c t  has the Marxist meaning o f "transforming 
praxis" (p p .11-15; 23-33; 46-49). See McCann, C hristian  Realism, 
pp. 157-160; Juan G utierrez, The New L ibertarian  Gospel, chapt. 2.
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notion "praxis" or "orthopraxis" as doing the tru th , or to make 
praxis the c r ite r io n  of t r u t h .1 There is ,  however, a wide difference  
between the b ib lic a l concept of C hristian  practice (to  liv e  the word 
of God and not only hear i t ;  c f .  1 John 2:4) and the notion of 
praxis understood as revolutionary action directed to  changing the 
economic and social re la tio n sh ip s . The b ib lic a l concept of "doing" as 
a presupposition of "knowing" c e rta in ly  does include involvement in  
the lib e ra tio n  of the poor and oppressed. Yet i t  hardly can be 
lim ited  to  concrete p o lit ic a l l ib e ra tiv e  action . In the context of 
the re la tio n  between doing and knowing, Paul, fo r example, speaks of 
"every good work" (ergo agatho, Col 1:10; 2 Cor 9:8; 2 Tim 3 :17 ), a
^bove, p. 139; Assmann, Theology fo r a Nomad Church, p. 76.
^Those sayings o f the Johannine C hrist re fe rrin g  to "doing 
the tru th " cannot be iso la ted  from th e ir  long and rich  Old Testament 
background. In the Old Testament, to  know is  to  do, to obey. Above 
a l l ,  "to do the tru th" Casah 'emet) means "to keep the fa ith "  true  
in  action (Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, 2 vols. 
[Garden C ity , N. Y.:  Doubleday~5 company, 1981J, i : l3b; c f . Brown, 
The E pistles of John [Garden C ity , N. Y . :  Doubleday & Company, 1962], 
pfT 2 81 -284 ;  £~. KT B a rre tt, The Gospel According to St. John 
[P h iladelph ia: The Westminster Press, 1978], p! 218; Z~. J. C arl,
"Knowing in  St. John: Background of the Theme," IndTheolStud 21
[1984]: 68-82). In John's usage, "to do the tru th" is  the commitment 
o f l i f e  to  God's supreme reve latio n  in  Jesus C hrist (c f .  Brown, The
Gospel, 1:135; B arrett, p. 218). In the context of John 3:21, those who
"do the tru th " are those who believe and come to  the lig h t (see 
Jerome H. Neyrey, "John I I I ,  a Debate over Johannine Epistemology and 
C hristo logy," NovTes 23 (1981):122. Although one may concede that 
s tr iv in g  fo r  social ju s tic e  w ith in  the C hristian community can be 
taken as one aspect of "doing the tru th ,"  i t  cannot exhaust the
deeper meaning of the b ib lic a l concept, especially  since tru th  cannot 
be id e n tif ie d  with or lim ited  to  social action , as lib e ra tio n
theologians seem to in d ica te . See H. Lepargneur, "Theologies de la  
l ib e ra tio n  e t theologie tout co u rt,"  NouRTh 98 (1976):137-140.
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technical term fo r  works of charity  done to both rich  and poor.1
By stressing the d ia le c tic a l unity of theory and praxis in the 
act of fa i th ,  lib e ra tio n  theologians have recovered a very important 
b ib lic a l in s ig h t. But, in th e ir  excessive enthusiasm about "doing 
the tru th" in  i ts  societal form, they run the serious danger of 
confusing the to ta l i ty  of C hristian practice with the praxis of th e ir  
own cu ltu re , losing sight of the comprehensive character o f the 
"praxis" taught by God's word. Furthermore, the lib e ra tio n is t  
emphasis on external a c t iv ity  and social involvement runs the r is k  of 
equating surrender to  Christ with one form of p o lit ic a l a c t iv ity  and 
minimizing the dimension of in fe r io r ity  in the l i f e  of fa i th .  More 
than mere p o lit ic a l reaction to a h is to rica l context, Christian  
"praxis" springs p rim arily  from f id e l i t y  to God's c a llin g  and is  
contingent upon the gospel.
F in a lly , we should ask, can the praxiological model of 
theology e lim inate the theoretica l dimension of the theological 
enterprise? Hardly. There are leg itim ate  concerns in theology, 
especially  in  fundamental theology, which are only tan g en tia lly  
re la ted  to the cries of the poor and social ju s tic e . Not 
surpris ing ly , in i ts  anti-metaphysical bent, which tends to minimize 
everything beyond h is to ry ,1 lib e ra tio n  theology is  extremely
^ e e  J. Jeremias, "Die Salbungsgeschichte Me. 14,3-9" ZNW, 35 
(1936):75—82; c f .  V o lf, p. 19.
To be consistent with what they take to be the e x is te n tia l 
meaning of fa ith  in  God, lib e ra tio n  theologians in general end up 
lacking the basis of an adequate metaphysics (see Schubert M. Ogden, 
Faith and Freedom, chap. 2; The M ilita n t Gospel, pp. 315-318).
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inadequate when i t  comes to  questions that have no immediate bearing 
on p o lit ic s  and present w ell-being . The lib e ra tio n is t pragmatic view 
c f praxis—which in turn is  determined by i ts  one-sided understanding  
of the poor— is  at least p a rtly  responsible fo r the way the 
theologians of lib e ra tio n  f la t te n  out certa in  dimensions of Christian  
theology and overlook those theological themes which point to  the 
suprahistorical and personal concerns of the gospel.
The Context as the Text 
Engaged in an extreme p riv a tiza tio n  of re lig io n , tra d itio n a l 
theology has taken f l ig h t  in to  a conceptual world, often remaining 
insulated from and in d iffe re n t to the so cio p o litica l r e a l i ty  and 
concrete s ituation  in  which the individuals or communities which were 
being inv ited  to  believe found themselves. Liberation theology 
denounces classical theology fo r i ts  non-situational o b je c tiv ity ,  
in s is tin g  tha t a ll  true  salvation theology should spring from 
e x is te n tia l h is to rica l r e a l i t ie s .  Therefore, since Latin America is  
marked by the overwhelming presence of the poor, theology cannot 
avoid the questions raised w ith in  th is  context.^
Neuhaus remarks th a t the ignoring of the transcendent by lib era tio n  
theology is  in  the long run a ta c tic a l mistake, "fo r the re lig io u s  
impulse and in tu it io n  is  incurably, and r ig h t ly , hooked on the 
transcendent. To deny th is  impulse and in tention  is  to set oneself 
against the motor force th a t gathers and sustains the re lig ious  
community." "Liberation as Program and Promise: On Refusing to S e ttle  
fo r  Less," CurrTM 2 (1975):90.
^Throughout the centuries of church h is to ry , theology has 
often  re flec ted  the concerns of i ts  h is to rica l context. Early  
Christians theologized in  re la tio n  to questions raised in Alexandria 
or Constantinople, and th e ir  descriptions of the fa ith  varied
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Not surpris ing ly , "at the heart o f the theology of lib e ra tio n  
is  the a ffirm ation  of the contextual nature of theo logy."1 Understood 
as inaigenization  or as the need tc  co rre la te  the two poles o f the 
theological e ll ip s e , namely, God's reve latio n  and the world of human 
existence, contextualization is  not a new item on the theological 
agenda. When lib e ra tio n  theologians in s is t  on the contextualization  
o f theology, however, from a careful analysis of what is  advocated, 
one begins to  suspect th a t the issue is  much more complex than a
3
simple c a ll to take the context seriously.
depending on whether they were preaching and w ritin g  in  Alexandria or 
in  Constantinople (see Justo Gonzalez, A History o f C hristian  
Thought, 1:191-267; J. E. Seelers, The Outsider and the Word of God 
TNew York: Abingdon Press, 1961] ; pp. 60-66). L ib e ra tio n is t emphasis 
on theological re fle c tio n  incarnated in the p a rtic u la r context o f the 
poor should in  p rin c ip le  be ne ither surprising nor threatening. For a 
sympathetic analysis see, McAfee Brown, "Context A ffects Content. The 
Rootedness of A ll Theology," ChrCris 37 (19771:170-174.
^apsezian , "Theology of L iberation ," p. 254.
^See Coon, "Contextualization: Where Do We Begin?" in
Evangelicals & L iberation , pp. 90-119. More than three decades ago 
PauT T iT iich  eal led a tten tion  to the imperative o f re la tin g  "the 
tru th  of the Word and the questions people are asking today." 
Systematic Theology, 3 vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
iS75), 1:59-66. rhe c a ll fo r  an incarnational theology, is
leq itim a te . God's word is  never commjnicated in a vacuum. The w ritte n  
Word as well as the Word incarnate re f le c t  an intim ate re la tio n sh ip  
with the context in  which they take place. See Arthur F. Glasser 
"Help from an Unexpected Quarter o r , the Old Testament and 
C ontextualization ," Missio 7 (19791:403-420. Martin Goldsmith
"Contextualization of Theology" Themelios 9 (19831:19-20. I f  theology 
is  to  be fa ith fu l  to  God's re ve la tio n , i t  must incarnate i t s e l f  in  
i t s  contextual settin g .
l ib e r a t io n  theology, i t  should be noted, is  not p rim arily  
concerned with "understanding" c u ltu re , but with i ts  lib e ra tio n  
(G utie rrez , A Theology, p. 15; Mfguez Bonino, "New Theological 
Perspectives" RelEd 66 [1971]:4051. Thus, as Sapsezian observes,
"refusal to indulge in abstract theologizing is in i t s e l f  . . .  no
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From the lib e ra tio n is t  perspective, the contextualization  
demanded involves "an unambiguous p o lit ic a l commitment" to r e a l i ty ,  a 
theological appropriation of the h is to rica l process of the oppressed 
class' struggle fo r  lib e ra tio n . As Harvie Conn notes, fo r lib e ra tio n  
theologians contextualization  "cannot become a 'fa d ' or a 'catchword' 
by abstraction from the economic d ia le c tic  of h is to ry ." 1 Since the 
idea o f con textua lity  in  the mind of the Latin  theologians has 
fundamentally to  do with a radical application  of praxis, the
p o lit ic a l  dimensions o f lib e ra tio n  theology's understanding of 
h is to ry  and the Marxist standards by which i t  analyzes those 
dimensions become in e v ita b ly  determ inative elements w ith in  th is
p a rtic u la r view o f contextualiza tion .
Keeping these notions in  mind, we come to  the hermeneutical
question. In i t s  positive  attempt to be re levant to  issues of
contemporary Latin  America, lib e ra tio n  theology proposes a
"hermeneutical c irc u la tio n "  between te x t and context confronted in
d ia le c tic  in te rp la y .2 The B ib le , we are to ld , must be "re-read from
3the context of the other 'B ib le ' of human h is to ry ."  This two-way
assurance of contextuality" ("Theology of L ib era tio n ,"  p. 257). I t  
demands p o lit ic a l  rootedness, s o lid a r ity  with change in h is to ry  and 
d ia le c tic  tension between doing theology and transforming the world.
^onn, "C ontextualization ," p. 97.
2See above, pp. 212-219. For a summary of the hermeneutical 
position held by the d iffe re n t theologians of lib e ra tio n , see K irk, 
"The B ible in  Latin  American L iberation Theology" pp. 157-165; 
P a d illa , "L iberation Theology," p. 22.
3Raul V idales, "Some Recent Publications in Latin America on 
the Theology o f L ib era tio n ,"  Cone 10 (1974):134; c f .  Vidales,
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t r a f f ic  between the s itu a tio n  and the word, the contex and the te x t,  
leads to  the crucial issue of au thority . The question to be asked, 
thus, is  what is  the re la tio s h ip  beween the the "two Bibles?" Are 
they p a ra lle l in significance? Is  human history to  be illum inated and 
in terpreted  in  the l ig h t  o f the word, or is  the word to  be subjected 
to  and interpreted by s ituational contemporary reality?^  Iri 
lib e ra tio n  theology's stated method of corre la tion  between te x t and
context, i t  is  evident th a t the context becomes the primary
2
a u th o rity , "the f i r s t  theological reference po in t."  Hermeneutically 
s ta rtin g  with an id e o lo g ic a lly  interpreted context of oppression 
( i . e . ,  Marxist d e fin itio n  o f the poor and th e ir  oppressed s itu a tio n ), 
lib e ra tio n  theologians tend to  re in te rp re t Scripture from that 
ideological perspective. The outcome of th is  approach is  a subordina­
tio n  of the word of God to  the human context, which resu lts  in a
Frontie r of Theology in Latin  America (Maryknoll N. Y .: Orbis Books, 
19/9 ), pp. 40, * 7 . -------------------------------
^At the beginning of his book, G utierrez, as we have seen, 
defines theology as "a C r it ic a l re fle c tio n  on C hristian  praxis in the 
l ig h t of the Word" (A Theology, p. 13). S ig n if ic a n tly , however, he 
begins quoting the B ible in  the second h a lf of his magnun opus only 
(p. 155). A fter reading the whole volume, one wonders now much lig h t  
the written word has,in  fac t, cast on the issues under discussion.
Assmann, Opresion Liberacion, p. 24. According to  Assmann, 
the insistence on the H is to rica l s ituation  of Latin America as the 
s ta rtin g  point fo r a theology of lib e ra tio n  is  i ts  greatest m erit. As 
Costas observes, however, i f  th is  emphasis on the necessity of taking  
seriously the concrete h is to ric a l s itu atio n  as a primary frame of 
reference " is  the greatest m erit of lib e ra tio n  theology, i t  is  also 
i t s  greatest danger (The Church and Its  Mission, pp. 251-253; Arthur 
F. Glasser and Donald McGravan, contemporary Theologies of Mission 
[Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1983], p. 158; Samuel Scobar and 
vlohn D river, C hristian  Mission and Social Justice [Scottdale: Herald 
Press, 1978], p. 9 3 ) .
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selective  reading of what can f i t  in  the interpreted s ituation  and a 
p a ra lle l dismissal of whatever is  not considered important to 
p ra x is J
While c lassical theology has tended to over-emphasize the 
unchangeability, f ix i t y *  and absolute nature o f Sod’ s revelation  to 
the extent th a t i t  loses hold of the re la tionsh ip  between an ultim ate  
objective  revelation  and contemporary concrete e x is te n tia l s itu a tio n , 
lib e ra tio n  theology swings the pendulum to  the other extreme. Its  
concentration on the re a li ty  of God's action in h istory  and the 
incarnational aspect of salvation and praxis tend to lose sight of 
the absolute and normative in th a t which is  revealed by the 
unchanging God. I t  thus compromises the cognitive substance of God's 
reve la tio n  in  Scripture to the extent th a t i t  becomes hard to 
distinguish our words about God from God's word.
Although we must acknowledge the importance of the context 
and a ffirm  that i t  must be taken in to  serious consideration in the 
hermeneutical task, we must also keep in mind that the context is  
only an accident. I t  cannot, there fo re , become an a p r io r i to God's 
reve la tio n  which is  fo r  a ll  men everywhere. Theology cannot be
W^e return to  th is  question la te r .
O
This tendency is  c lear in  Assmann's a ffirm ation : “The word 
of God is  no longer a fixed  absolute, an eternal proposition we 
receive before analyzing social c o n flic ts  and before commiting 
ourselves to the transformation of h is to ric a l re a lity "  ("Statement," 
p. 299; c f .  O presion-liberacion, pp. 62-63). Denying the p o s s ib ility  
of any d irec t summons, ne goes on to  conclude that "God's summons to  
us, God's word today, grows from the c o lle c tiv e  process of h is to rica l 
awareness, analysis, and involvement" ( ib id ) .  In th is  case we are in 
the dark and le f t  to  the normativeness o f se lf-au th en tica tin g  praxis.
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contextualized at the expense of the u n iversa lity  of God's word. I f
the s ituation  becomes the ultim ate court of appeal when i t  comes to
the value and function of theology, there can be no control over the
possible fan tas ies , re flec tio n s , and speculations which are generated
by the community's special s ituation  and concerns,^ and theology is
2
in danger of succumbing to h is to rica l reductionism.
F in a lly , the tendency to magnify the "epistemological" or 
"hermeneutical" p riv ile g e  of the poor and th e ir  context^ as the
^B. Kloppenburq, Temptations fo r the Theology of L iberation , 
(Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 19/ a ) ,  p. TT
Emerging from a context of d ia le c tic  oppression, lib era tio n  
theology seems to  become concerned with but one single frame of 
reference. From i t s  monistic in te re s t, i t  looks at a ll  re a l i ty  from 
the perspective o f the poor and oppressed id eo lo g ica lly  id e n tif ie d ,  
and tends to absolutize the significance of th is  h is to rica l context 
fo r theologizing. Liberation theologians, there fo re , tend to make 
th e ir  own s itu a tio n , p a rtic u la r ly  understood, the u ltim ate c r ite r io n  
fo r a ll  theology. All too na tu ra lly  the question arises as to  
whether other theological movements struggling against d iffe re n t  
forms of oppression— a s ,fo r example, black and fem in ist theo log ies-- 
can accept th a t "only in  association with the poor [the poor 
understood in  terms of class analysis] can we carry on the work of 
theological re fle c tio n "  (G utie rrez , "Por una teo logfa  y l i tu rg fa  de 
la  lib erac io n ,"  Liaisons In ternationales, 10 [1975]:11 -12), or that 
"God is  revealed only in  flie h is to rica l context of the poor" 
(G u tie rrrez , "South American Liberation Theology," p. 116; see
c . i . .
DC I Uff / •
Assmann, "Statement," p. 300; Segundo, The Liberation of 
Theology, pp. 83-87; G utierrez, "Freedom and Salvation" p. 75; c f .  
above, pp. 183-184. There is  v a lid ity  in the a ffirm ation  th a t in  the 
place where the poor stand, there is a greater p o s s ib ility  of seeing 
and understanding--in terms o f fa ith  and r e a l i t y —what the rich  and 
powerful cannot see and understand. As Mfguez Bonino correctly  
remarks, "Power and wealth have a d is to rtin g  e f fe c t ,  they freeze our 
view of r e a l i ty .  The standpoint of the poor, on the other hand, under 
the pricking o f suffering and the a ttrac tio n  of hope, allows them 
to in tu it  the dawn of another r e a l i ty ."  "New Trends in  Theology," 
DukeDivR 42 (1977):141. The question however is  whether th is
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theological locus par excellence is  problematic i f  not altogether
contradictory. L iberation theologians contend th a t " i t  is  the
periphery (the poor) or the repercussions on the periphery th a t is
the priv ileged  place fo r theological understanding.1,1 There is  in
th is  a ffirm a tio n , however, a certa in  lack of consistence fo r the
desired elim ination  of poverty would fa ta l ly  re s u lt in  the
e lim ination , hardly to  be desired, o f a priv ileged  source of both
2
divine reve la tio n  and C hristian theology. Thus, lib era tio n  
theology's id e a liza tio n  of i t s  socioeconomic context of oppression 
u ltim ate ly  becomes a hindrance to  the goal o f lib e ra tio n .
The so c io p o litica l re in te rp re ta tio n  
of reve lation
Liberation theology's strong emphasis on i ts  contextual
*
r e a l i ty  as the source of theological re fle c tio n  is  in tim ately  
connected with a s o c io p o litica l re in te rp re ta tio n  of re ve la tio n . In 
th e ir  insistence on co ntextualiza tion , lib e ra tio n  theologians tend to
"epistemological p riv ile g e"  must be lim ited  exc lusively  to  the 
economically poor o r, even worse, to  those who conform to theoretica l 
exigencies o f ideological demands as Assmann suggests (Assmann, 
"Statment," p 300). Is i t  not true  th a t su ffe rin g — any kind of 
su fferin g — is a p riv ileged  place to  perceive fa ith  and re a lity ?  I t  
seems that th is  is  precisely  the reason why the "poor" o f the Psalms 
are frequently  described as those who seek God (Ps 22:24; 35:10, 23; 
69:29; 70:5; 74:19; 86 :1 -6 , e tc .;  see below).
^Cf. Hannelly, "Theological Method: Southern Exposure," p. 
724; G utierrez, "Por una teo log ia  de la  lib e ra c io n ,"  p. 10; idem, 
"Two Theological Perspectives," p. 242; F. Fanderhoff, “La 
epistemologia moderna y la  problematica teo log ica actual" in  
Liberacion y c a u tiv e rio , 289; Assmann, "Statement," pp. 299-300).
^See Kress, p. 128.
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see the context of the poor already as an in tegra l part of God's 
re ve la tio n , the p riv ileged  i f  not exclusive locus of God's s e lf ­
disclosure.
Reflecting the influence of modern developments in Catholic
theology and b ib lic a l studies, Vatican I I  emphasized the dynamic (not
merely the conceptual) dimension o f the mystery of reve la tio n  and
placed i t  in the context o f the h is tory  o f S a lva tio n J  Liberation
theology, however, proposes a s ig n ific a n t v aria tio n  from the
Council's thought. Although fo r  lib e ra tio n  theologians h istory  is  the
2
locus reve la tio n is  in  the strongest sense of the term, there is ,
however, a new way in  which God is  revealed in  h is to ry , namely
through the poor. "The God we believe and hope in comes to us as
the God of the poor, the God of the oppressed. This is  why he reveals
4
him self only to the person who does ju s tice  to  the poor."
Vatican I I ' s  "Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation" in  
Abbott's The Documents of Vatican I I ,  pp. 111-128. For a b r ie f  
summary see McBrien, Catholicism, pp. 219-220. From the perspective 
o f th is  new understanding, the counci 1 views reve la tio n  not simply as 
div ine  speech, or as the communication of spec ific  tru th s , but as 
something comprising both word and deed ("Dogmatic Constitution on 
Divine Revelation," a r t .  2 ).
2See I .  Andre-Vincent, "Les theologies de la  l ib e ra tio n ,"  
NouRTh 98 (1976): 112-113. Arguing th a t there is  nothing in the Bible  
which is  not h is to ric a l, G utierrez suggests th a t there is  nothing in  
h is to ry  which is  not the word o f God (The Power o f the Poor, pp. 
3 -2 2 ). This confusion between general h istory  and d iv ine reve la tio n  
pervades the w ritings of the m ajority  o f lib e ra tio n  theologians. See 
in  the co llected  work Fe c r is tia n a  y compromiso, Scannone, pp. 2 63 ff., 
and Assmann, pp. 342-375^
^Cf. G utierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 120.
^Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 209; c f .  Dussel, "The 
Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 116.
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For G utierrez, as fo r lib e ra tio n  theologians in  general, God 
is disclosed only in the h is to rica l context o f lib e ra tio n . "History  
is  the scene o f the reve lation  God makes of the mystery of his 
person." There is ,  however, a s ig n ific a n t q u a lif ic a tio n  to  that: "His 
word reaches us in the measure of our involvement in the evolution of 
h is to ry ." 1 Affirm ing th a t the divine sunmons are not d ire c tly  
accessible (because of the fa ls e  mediations o f tra d itio n a l 
hermeneutics),^ lib e ra tio n  theology re jects  from the s ta rt the 
p o s s ib ility  o f going d ire c tly  to  the heart of C h ris tia n ity , i . e .  to
*5
i t s  o rig in a l sources. Today, God's word is  mediated through the cry 
of the poor. Revelation therefore happens when we recognize and 
accept God's summons to  us to p a rtic ip a te  in the h is to ric a l process 
of lib e ra tio n . "God is  revealed only in the concrete h is to rica l
3
context of lib e ra tio n  o f the poor," affirm s G utierrez.
G utierrez, "Faith and Freedom," Horiz 2 (1979):32, 38. Each 
moment in h is to ry  is  a new theological locus, a new source of 
reve la tio n  fo r  one who can read the "signs of the tim es." The present 
moment in h is to ry , marked by the process of lib e ra tio n , appears to 
Latin  American theology to be the context of reve la tio n . Elsewhere 
G utierrez affirm s th a t we encounter God "in concrete actions toward 
others, espec ia lly  the poor" (A Theology, p. 195; c f .  Claude Geffre  
"A Prophetic Theology," in the Mystical and P o lit ic a l Dimension of 
the C hris tian  F a ith , p. 16).
^Assmann, "Statement," p. 299; Qnrgclon-11 baracion, pp. 62-63.
^Cf. Costas, The Mission of the Church, p. 253.
^G utierrez, "South American Liberation Theology," p. 116, 
emphasis added. See the chapter "Encountering God in H istory,"  
G u tierrez , A Theology, pp. 189-208. Echoing th is  emphasis, Miranda
strongly argues thac“God cannot be known apart from social action. 
"He [God] is  knowable exclusively in the cry of the poor and weak who 
seek ju s tice "  (Marx and the B ib le , p. 48; c f .  G utierrez, p. 194). 
Even more emphatic, Dussel declares th a t "God . . . always ta lks
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Consistent with th e ir  methodology, lib e ra tio n  theologians no
longer regard theology as a response to God's self-d isc losure
through the divine-human authorship o f the B ib le . This reve lation
from "outside" is  replaced by a d ire c t perception of God in the
m atrix of human in teractio n  with h is to ry ,1 mediated through the lives
and struggles of the poor. L iberation theology thus situates the
crucia l moment of reve la tio n  at a d iffe re n t po in t. G utierrez, lik e
the other lib e ra tio n  theologians, in  fa c t, says th a t among the
2
exploited class is  the place where God is  availab le  to people today.
through the mouth of the poor . . . .This voice is  the h is to rica l 
content o f reve la tio n ."  "A Conversation with Enrique D. Dussel," in 
T eo filo  Catestrero, ed .. Fa ith : Conversation with Contemporary
Theologians (Maryknoll, N. Y. urbis Books, 1980), p. 4 / .
Vhe tra d itio n a l vision of God as a s ta tic  being who is 
d is tan t and remote from human h istory (God as "up there" or "out 
t t v r e " ) ,  lib e ra tio n  theologians argue, tends to  manipulate God in 
favor o f the c a p ita l is t ic  social structure . I t  is  u ltim ate ly  
responsible fo r  the passiv ity  and superstitious r e lig io s ity  found
among Latin  America's common people as they face in ju s tic e  and 
oppression. On the contrary, fo r G utierrez God is  not an immutable 
e n tity  "outside the world." He is  the driving force o f "permanent 
c u ltu ra l revolution" (A Theoloay, p. 195). The God of lib era tio n  
theology is  a God whose prTmary“ 3fT not sole passion is  the freeing of 
the oppressed from the bondage o f economic oppression. Focusing 
exclusively  "on the e x is te n tia l meaning of God," as Ogden says,
lib e ra tio n  theology does not deal "at a ll  adequately with the
metaphysical being of God in himself" (Faith and Freedom, p. 34). The 
obvious danger in lib e ra tio n 's  notion of God is  to collapse into  mere 
functionalism , manipulating God in view of i ts  p o lit ic a l program.
p
G utierrez, "Liberation Movements and Theology," Cone 93 
(1974):135-156. One perceives an ambiguous notion in  G utierrez'
treatment o f the issue o f reve la tio n . On the one hand he ta lks  about 
the "sources or reve latio n" (A Theology, p. 12), apparently re fe rrin g  
to the Bible and tra d it io n  embodied in Church dogmas. On the other 
hand, he remarks th a t "a theology which has as i ts  points of 
reference only truths which have been established once and fo r a ll  
. . . can only be s ta tic  and, in  the long run, s te r ile "  ( ib id ) .  He 
fu rth e r elaborates his view, affirm ing tha t i t  is  only through
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When speaking about lib e ra tio n  theology as an understanding 
of fa ith  a rticu la ted  from a commitment to  a s o lid a r ity  with the 
oppressed classes and s tarting  from th e ir  context, lib e ra tio n  
theologians seem to  re s tr ic t  the a v a ila b il i ty  o f God to the poor 
and those struggling fo r them. This too fa c ile  and narrow 
id e n tif ic a tio n  of reve la tio n , with a spec ific  social group is  
u ltim a te ly  a too p o s it iv is t ic  v e r ific a t io n  of reve la tio n . The logic  
of th is  notion of revelation--w hich attempts to l im it  the freedom of 
God's se lf-d isc lo su re --lead s  to the conclusion that in order to  
experience the presence of God today or to be able to theologize, one 
must f i r s t  jo in  the movements of secular h istory  and be committed in  
a concrete way to the lib e ra tio n  of the poor.1
Liberation theology's excessive emphasis upon the poor gives 
the impression that the poor are not only the object o f God's concern 
but the s a lv if ic  and revelatory subject. The cry of the oppressed
p a rtic ip a tio n  in the process of lib e ra tio n  that nuances of the Word 
of God which are imperceptible in  other e x is te n tia l s ituations w ill  
be heard ( ib id . ,  pp. 49-50). I t  seems th a t fo r  lib e ra tio n  th eo l­
ogians, God preeminently reveals himself when believers enter in to  
s o lid a r ity  with the poor, and engage in  the struggle to  transform the  
social structures responsible fo r social e v ils . In his recent Models 
of Revelation (Garden C ity , N. Y .: Doubleday, 1983), Avery Duiles 
includes the lib e ra tio n is t notion o f reve la tio n  under the rubric of 
"revelation  as new awareness" (p. 29, 30, 98-114). In th is  case, 
reve la tio n  takes place as an expansion of consciousness or s h ift  of 
perspective when people jo in  in the movements o f secular h is to ry . 
God, in th is  approach, is  not a d ire c t object of experience but 
mysteriously present as the transcendent dimension of human 
engagement in  creative  tasks. In his evaluation, Dulles observes th a t 
the most persistent objection against th is  understanding of 
reve la tio n  has to do with i ts  lack of f id e l i t y  to Scripture (p. 111).
^ e e  Dunn, p. 233.
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alone is  the voice of God. Everything else is  projected as a vain 
attempt to  comprehend God by some self-serv ing  means. This, however, 
is  a confused and misleading notion. Is God's s e lf-re v e la tio n  in a 
contemporary segment of h istory the only re levant reve la tio n  of God 
to  a p a rticu la r people in a p a rtic u la r context? Are not lib era tio n  
theologians in danger of fundamentally misunderstanding the 
reve la tio n  of God, when they take only one aspect of i t  in near­
is o la tio n , without taking in to  account a l l  the other forms in which 
God has manifested him self, p a rtic u la r ly  in Jesus Christ? Can we 
affirm  that God is  knowable exclusively in  the poor? Contrary to the 
lib e ra tio n is t  tendency to  absolutize one form of God's revelation  in  
h is to ry , we must a ffirm  th a t while b ib lic a l theology reveals tha t God 
is  fo r the poor, i t  hardly makes the poor or th e ir  s ituation  the 
actual embodiment of God in  the world.
The lib e ra tio n is t  so c io p o litica l re in te rp re ta tio n  of God's 
reve la tio n , there fo re , can hardly be reconciled w ith Scripture. In 
repudiating the "outsider God," i t  re jec ts  a central b ib lic a l theme.1 
I ts  immanentistic approach not only re s tr ic ts  the cognitive value of 
reve latio n  and implies th a t reve la tio n  has no fix ed  content, i t  also 
e ffe c tiv e ly  contributes to a re la t iv iz a t io n  o f C h ris t's  f in a l i t y  as 
the u ltim ate source of God's tru th  in  h istory (John 1:1-18; 14:6; Heb 
1 :1 -3 ). M is le a d in g ly .it implies th a t Christians today can no longer 
be s a tis fie d  by the primal reve la tio n  enshrined in Scripture.
t u l l e s ,  Models of Revelation, pp. 110-111.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
277
Past events and doctrines are reve la tio n  only insofar as they have 
i llu m in a tiv e  power fo r the present struggle fo r lib e ra tio n , being 
consequently subject to continual re in te ro re ta tio n  in the s itu a tio n a l 
perspective of epochal s h ift  and of contextual awareness.
L iberation Theology and the Social Class Analysis
How does lib e ra tio n  theology appropriate God's revelation
through the poor? By means o f sociological analysis i t  seems!1 I f
Christians are to hear what God's re v e la tio r  has to  say in present-day
Latin  America, the concrete r e a l i ty  of the continent must be
understood. When adequately appropriated, th is  reve la tio n  creates a
coherent set o f action-oriented ideas, an ideology which provides the
basis fo r a spec ific  praxiology, a program of action to transform
r e a l i t y .  In other words, the s itu a tio n  of the poor requires e ffe c tiv e
a c tio n . E ffec tive  action , however, presupposes a s c ie n tif ic  analysis
o f the s tructura l causes of poverty, which w ill  point the d irection
fo r  action . At th is  po in t, as we have indicated e a r l ie r ,  the
theologians of lib e ra tio n  turn to  the use of Marxist modes of
analysis of society, which o ffe r  a global in te rp re ta tio n  of the Latin
American s itu a tio n  in te**ms of class struggle. Class analysis in
c o n flic t iv e  terms, in tu rn , becomes part of the method of lib e ra tio n  
2
theology.
A c rit iq u e  of lib e ra tio n  theology's appropriation of Marxism
^ e e  Mfguez Bonino, "New Theological Perspectives," pp. 
403-411. G utierrez, A Theology, p. 5.
2
See Gudorf, Catholic Social Teaching, p. 61.
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has been made from d iffe re n t perspectives.^ I ts  arguments do not need
to be repeated here. A ll th a t our study requires are a few comments
intended to  introduce the issue of the id e n tity  of the poor, to be
developed more amply in  the next section. As we have already noticed,
lib e ra tio n  theologians are not u n c ritica l in  th e ir  appropriation of
Marxism. Paradoxically, however, while re jec tin g  the notion of
2
autonomy and o b je c tiv ity  fo r  the C hristian fa ith  and theology, they 
u ltim a te ly  seem unw illing to  apply the same view of tru th  to  Marxism. 
As P a d illa  pointedly remarks, "One need not to be reactionary to see 
th a t something is  wrong i f  theology is  asked to  eschew o b je c tiv ity  in  
B ib lic a l in te rp re ta tio n  and to  be guided by the Marxist claim to
See K irk , L iberation Theology, pp. 160-168; K irk , "Beyond 
Capitalism  and Marxism: Dialogue with a Dialogue," ThFBul 1 (1976): 
3 4 ff; Coon, "Theologies of L iberation: Toward a common View," pp.
413-418; Rene P a d illa , "Liberation Theology," in The Challenge of 
'a rx is t and Neo-Marxist Ideologies fo r C hristian scholarship, ed. 
John C. vander s te lt  iSioux center: Dort col lege Press, T552T, pp. 
86-103; Chris Sugden, "Latin  America: Where Marxism Challenges
C hristians to Be Just," in C h ris tia n ity  and Marxism, ed. Alan Scarfe 
and Patrick Sookhdeo (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1982), pp. 112- 
125). The use of Marxist methods o f social analysis by lib era tio n  
theologians is  a major and d i f f ic u l t  issue. I t  has been the source of 
concern to  many in  the Church, even when lib e ra tio n  theologians 
e x p lic t ly  disavow Marx's atheism (see the Vatican's Instruction  on 
Certain Aspects of the Theology of L ib eratio n , pp. 17-23). The ro le  ot 
Marxism in  lib e ra tio n  theology, however, must be candidly understood. 
Some c r it ic s  have implied th a t lib e ra tio n  theology and Marxism are 
in d is tig u ish ab le , but th is  is  hardly accurate. Some exaggerations 
such as th a t of the prestigious Colin Brown's D ictionary of the New 
Testament Theology, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: 2ondervan Publishing
House, 1979), which tre a ts  Latin  American lib e ra tio n  theology under 
the heading "War" (3 :972-976), are not only u n fa ir but misleading as 
w e ll.
^ee  Mfguez Bonino, "La fe en busca de e fic a c ia ,"  p. 116. As 
P ad illa  c o rrec tly  observes, what is  at stake here is  a double-edged 
mistake: f i r s t ,  a s u b je c tiv is tic  concept of reve lation  ( i .e . ,  the
knowledge of God is  exclusively  a matter of "e x is te n tia l encounter").
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s c ie n tif ic  o b je c tiv ity  in  the socio-economic analysis."^ Strongly
attracted  by Marxism's claims of "s c ie n tif ic  o b je c t iv ity ,"  lib era tio n
2
theology tends to  give i t  areas of complete autonomy as well as a 
priv ileged  ro le  in  i ts  theory of praxis, while denying a s im ilar  
function to Scripture.
The evident question is  how " s c ie n tific "  and "objective" 
is  Marxist analysis?^ Is the Marxist in te rp re ta tio n  of the h is to rica l 
r e a l i ty  without presuppositions and less lim ited  by social 
conditioning than the reading and in te rp re ta tio n  of the Bible? I f  
Marxism is  to be adopted as a " s c ie n tif ic  theory," what kind of 
precaution is  taken so th a t the theory--w ith  i ts  undergirding 
philosophical premises and ideological princip les which are part of a 
m a te ria lis tic  worldview—may be kept under control by the b e lie f -  
content o f an authentic C hristian commitment? Even taking into
Second an o b je c tiv is t ic  concept of science ( i .e . ,  s c ie n tif ic  en ter­
prise deals with fac ts  and "yields pure, ob jective  knowledge." "L iber­
ation Theology," p. 15; c f .  M. A. Jeeves, The S c ie n tif ic  Enterprise 
and C hristian Faith [London: Tyndale Press, I969J, pp. 35-4S).
^P ad illa , "Liberation Theology," pp. 16-17.
p
K irk , "Beyond Capitalism and Marxism," p. 36.
Since Marxism is  not lim ited  to  a s c ie n t if ic  and pus e ly  
o b jective -d escrip tive  analysis of r e a l i ty ,  but at the same time 
proposes a revolutionary theory about how and why to change th is  
r e a l i ty ,  one may wonder what the real nature of Marxism is .  Is i t  an 
economic theory? a p o lit ic a l science? a philosophical anthropology? 
or a secular eschatology? (See K irk , L iberation Theology, pp. 
162-166). For th is  reason, the borrowing o f a method of approach to  
r e a l i ty  or commitment to i ts  theore tica l stance should be preceded by 
a careful and so lid  epistemological c r it iq u e . This prelim inary  
c r it ic a l  study, however, is  missing in  lib e ra tio n  theology (see 
Vatican's In s tru ctio n , p .18; K irk , "The Meaning of Man in  the Debate 
Between C h ris tia n ity  and Marxism," ThFBul 2 [1974 ]:19 ).
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consideration the serious e f fo r t  of lib e ra tio n  theologians to 
is o la te  Marxism as an instrumental tool of social analysis from 
Marxism as a systemic whole, one wonders whether i t  is  possible to 
separate parts of th is  eplstem ologically unique complex. Not 
su rp ris in g ly , recent Vatican pronouncements on lib e ra tio n  theology 
have warned against the danger of "embracing certa in  elements of 
Marxist analysis without taking due account of th e ir  re la tio n  with 
i t s  ideology."^
There is in th is  concern a fundamental tru th  which cannot be 
dismissed as "conservative ideology." I t  seems evident th a t even as 
a to o l, Marxism s t i l l  builds on a m a te ria lis tic  d e fin itio n  of man 
rooted in the Enlightenment, i . e . ,  man as bearing w ith in  himself the 
power to transform himself and society. Thus, how r e a l is t ic  is  the 
notion of a "qua lified  acceptance" o f Marxism? Can i t  be accepted as a
Vatican's Instructions, p. 18. Cf. Puebla's "Final Document" 
a r t . 544, and the pronouncement of Pedro Arrupe, the Jesuit Superior 
General, in  Origins 10 (1981):692. Since the thought of Marx is  a 
global vision of re a l i ty  brought together in  a philosophical and 
ideological structure, i t  hardly can be submitted to  dismemberment 
without each part losing its  compelling force (Coon, "Theologies of 
Liberation" pp. 413-414). Not surpris ing ly , any attempt to  synthesize 
C h ris tia n ity  and Marxism w ill  continue to face the fa c t th a t, as Dale 
Vree points out, the two "are d is junctive  b e lie f  systems th a t cannot 
be fused without doing violence to the in te g r ity  o f both." On 
Synthesizing Marxism and C h ris tia n ity  (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 
19 /b ); Klaus Biockmuehl, The Challenge of Marxism. A Christian  
Response (Downers Grove, In te r V ars ity  Press, 1980); Dale Tree 
"C hristian Marxists: a C ritiq u e ,"  in The Pope and Revolution pp. 
37-45. On the dialogue between C h ris tia n ity  and Marxism, see Nicholas 
Pediscalzi e t a l . eds., From Hope to L iberation: Towards a New
M arxist-C hristian  Diatology (pm ladeiphia: Fortress Press, 19/4); also 
JEcSt lb 119/8), where the e n tire  issue is  devoted to  "V arie ties  of 
C hristian-M arxist Dialogue; Eugene C. Bianchi, "Points of Convergence 
in  the C hristian-M arxist Dialogue, Encount 36 (1975):37-52.
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tool of s c ie n tif ic  analysis in iso la tio n  from i ts  anthropology? 
Furthermore, can an ideology th a t traces the origins of a ll  
a lien atio n  to  class struggles be made an autonomous guide fo r  
C hristian  commitment? Is th is  c o n flic t iv e  sociological analysis an 
adequate guide and c r ite r io n  fo r the apprehension of God's revelation  
in the needs of the poor? Giving to  Marxism an almost "relig ious"  
importance, lib e ra tio n  theologians too re ad ily  accept the d e fin itio n  
of the human condition and p o s s ib ilit ie s  as offered by a 
class-oriented ideology which is  hardly in  agreement with e ith e r the 
h is to ric a l facts  or b ib lic a l reve la tio n .
The Poor as Defined 
by Class Analysis
As indicated e a r l ie r ,  in the Latin American context social 
class analysis is  f e l t  necessary to  prevent the cooptation of the 
terms "poor/oppressed" and to  insure th a t the lib e ra tio n  to be won is  
real lib e ra tio n  from real oppression, m aterial p o verty .1 The id e n tity  
of the poor and the character of th e ir  s itu a tio n  thus are determined 
" s c ie n tif ic a lly "  according to  the cl ass-struggle analysis. Liberation  
theologians, as we have seen, tend to in te rp re t society w ithin Marx's 
d u a lis tic  model of the e x p lo ite r/ex p lo ite d  d ia le c tic . Under the 
sp ec ific  circumstances of Latin America—where poverty and oppression 
cannot simply be a ttr ib u te d  to  misfortune or human e rro r—one may 
c e rta in ly  sympathize with the tendency to perceive society's  
p o la riza tio n . Caution, however, is necessary i f  the p it fa ls  of
^ e e  above, pp. 161-168.
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a sociological c a p tiv ity  are to be avoided. The absolutization  of
th is  understanding of society fundamentally tends to  reduce human
existence to i ts  m aterial dimension and e as ily  makes economics the
basis of every aspect o f r e a l i t y . 1
The lib e ra tio n is t  M arxist-influenced view of society implies
the presence o f two groups ex is ting  alongside each o ther, v iz . ,  the
poor/oppressed, conceived by lib e ra tio n  theologians as "poor" in a ll
senses (economically and s p ir i tu a l ly ) ,  and the non-poor/oppressors,
considered "poor" in no sense. Poverty and wealth thus become
exclusively a m a te ria lis tic  issue. This radical c lea r-cu t view,
however, is  obviously problematic at the theological lev e l.
Theologically no one would argue fo r the actual existence o f a group
of people fa l l in g  into  the category of "poor in  no sense," since one
2
can be rich  in some sense and share other forms of poverty. On the 
other hand, i t  is  also problematic to regard the m a te ria lly  poor as 
"poor in a ll  senses," or as autom atically being "poor in  s p ir i t ,"  as 
lib e ra tio n  theologians suggest.
Not surpris ing ly  lib e ra tio n  theologians are strongly marked 
by a disposition to see every s o c ia l-p o lit ic a l issue as a c o n flic t  
between rich  and poor, w ith the resu lting  tendency to  state  so cia l, 
e th ic a l, and re lig io u s  issues as a matter of oppressed against 
oppressors. Stanley Hauerwas, "The P o lit ic s  o f C h a rity ,"  In te rp , 31 
(1977):254-255. They also tend to  apply the oppressor/oppressed 
p o lariza tio n  on a global scale. In th is  case, as Joseph C. Alien  
remarks, "the wider the net is  cast, the more questionable its  
a p p lic a b ility  becomes." Joseph C. A llen , Love & C o n flic t (N ashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1984), p. 169.
^See Gort, "Gospel fo r the Poor?" p. 335.
3
For Dussel, fo r  example, "those who are m a te ria lly  poor are 
the poor in  s p ir it"  ("The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 116).
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Furthermore, the oppressed/oppressor alignment tends to  over­
look the fa c t th a t many people who are oppressed in one re lationship  
may function as oppressors in  others. Not surpris ing ly , lib e ra tio n  
theologians, while focusing on economic oppression, hardly mention 
the oppression of s o c ia lis t systems, rac ia l oppression, or the 
subjugation of womenj an issue espec ia lly  relevant fo r Latin America 
where an oppressive machismo pervades and dominates the en tire  
c u ltu re . Further exploring lib e ra tio n  theology's adoption of the
e x p lo ite r/ex p lo ite d  d ia le c tic , we must also take in to  consideration
2
the issue of c o lle c tive  g u ilt  and the question of violence implied 
in th is  model, with the ultim ate im plication of tran s la tin g  the 
b ib lic a l notion of God being on the side of the poor is  terms of 
class-strugg le .^
Not only does lib e ra tio n  theology tend to define the poor in 
terms of Marxist categories, but, iro n ic a lly , in attempting to
Should not women, p a rtic u la r ly  in Latin  America, be 
included among the "poor" and "oppressed"? No wonder fem inist 
lib e ra tio n  theologians tend to  be skeptical o f a s t r ic t ly  d u a lis tic  
view o f society (Letty  M. Russel, Human L iberation , pp. 167-168). I t  
b a s ic a lly  disregards other forms of "poverty1 and "oppression" no 
less dehumanizing than economic oppression.
According to th is  idea, simply by belonging to a p a rticu la r  
social group (e .g . ,  being a United States c it iz e n ) ,  one is  g u ilty  o f 
the e v ils  ascribed to th a t group or system. This " g u ilt  association" 
ta c t ic ,  as Allen notes, in the realm of moral de liberation  about 
external action, is  u tte r ly  inappropriate. I t  makes no sense to blame 
persons fo r  actions with which they had no traceable connection, 
which they did not w i l l ,  and which they could not have prevented 
(Joseph C. A llan , Love and C o n flic t, p. 174; Theodore R. Weber, 
"G u ilt: Yours, Ours, and I h e irs ,"  Worldview 18 [1975]:15 -22).
3
This is  c lear in the lib e ra tio n is t  use of the Exodus m otif. 
See above, pp. 214-224; below, pp. 326-331.
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avoid the tra d itio n a l "romantic" in te rp re ta tio n  of the poor, i t  also
ends up adopting Marxist "romantic" and often dogmatic views about
the p ro le ta r ia t . Dividing society sharply between oppressed and
oppressors, the impression is  given that the former are the "good
guys" and the la t te r  "the bad guys," with the underlying idea that
only the rich  and th e ir  c a p ita lis t  structure are capable o f evil^  and
suggesting th a t, as John McKenzie notes in  his review of Miranda's
Marx and the B ib le , "there is  nothing wrong with the poor, except
2
th a t they are poor." This notion, which tends to equate the
3
oppressors with sin and the oppressed with v irtu e  in a new
H. Lepargneur re fers  to  th is  tendency as "the Manichaeism of 
lib e ra tio n  theology" ("Theologies de la  lib e ra tio n  e t theologie tout 
co u rt,"  p. 165-168), i . e .  a ll  e v il comes from the 'o th e r ,' the 
oppressor. See E. Dussel, Les lu tte s  de lib e ra tio n  bousculent la  
theologie (Paris: Editions du c e rt , 19/b).
^McKenzie, "Book Review: Marx and the B ib le ,"  JBL 94 (1976): 
280. The world, we must remember, is not made up, lik e  some Western 
movies, of "goodies and baddies." A ll have potentia l fo r good, a ll  
are infected by e v i l .  Although the rich  are subject to vices that 
must be opposed, i t  is  a mistake to  id e a lize  the poor and make them 
"righteous." The poor, as Dulles says, "can sin as much by envy and 
covetousness as the rich  by pride and avarice." "The Meaning of Faith  
Considered in  Relationship to  Justice ," in The Faith That Does 
Justice , ed. John C. Haughey (New York: P au lis t Press, 1 9 / / ) ,  p. 41.
Stephen Neil observes th a t one of the Marxist myths that has 
proved most widely acceptable "is  th a t of the sinless v ic tim , the 
p ro le ta r ia t . A ll wickedness is  on the side of the strong, the weak 
are blameless, endowed with a ll  v irtu es , and waiting only fo r an 
opportunity to  exercise them in freedom." "The Nature of Salvation,"  
Chmn 89 (1975):229; see also Lepargneur's discussion of "the myth of 
the people" o f lib e ra tio n  theology (pp. 137-140). What would sin 
consist of fo r  the oppressed? one is  tempted to  ask. I t  seems that 
fo r  lib e ra tio n  theologians the sin o f the poor consists in th e ir  
acquiescence to  the oppressive s itu a tio n  (Dussel, "The Kingdom of God 
and the Poor" p. 123; Justo and Catherine Gonzalez, Liberation  
Preaching, p. 23; J. Cone, Black Theology of L ib era tio n , p . 100).
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formulation of the saints-and-sinners d ia le c tic  of C h ris tia n ity , is 
too often an oversim plified d iv is ion  between good and bad. I t  
fundamentally overlooks the fa c t th a t sin involves more than the sin 
of "oppressive structures."^ Though not wrong, th is  view is  
s u p e rfic ia l. Liberation theologians seem to  pay in s u ffic ie n t  
atten tion  to the basic fa ilu re  of Marx to understand the true  nature 
of man's a lienation : reb e llio n  against God as revealed and exposed in 
b ib lic a l reve la tio n .
To a ffirm , as Dussel does, that because the poor are not 
a constituent part o f the system or "owners of cap ita l and holders of
power" they are "non sinners, thus righteous, and . . . the subjects
2
of the kingdom," is  to neglect the radical nature and mystery of 
sin , which according to the witness of Scripture goes deeper than the 
structures and economic re la tio n s  and cannot fundamentally be 
affected by mere e lim ination  of poverty through social and p o lit ic a l  
measures. Furthermore, i f  being m ate ria lly  poor is  equivalent to
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 175. Liberation theologians 
r ig h tly  place emphasis on the neglected corporate dimension of sin . 
They tend, however, to overstate th e ir  case, conceiving sin almost 
exclusively  in a c o lle c tiv e  sense. Can we say with Dussel, tha t the 
essence of sin is  "oppression of the poor and a lien a tio n  of the 
f r u its  of th e ir  work"? (The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 125). 
More than an a ttr ib u te  of any personal condition or ac t, sin is  an 
a ttr ib u te  of the oppressive structures of c a p ita lis t  society, which 
can be elim inated by removing oppression and red is trib u tio n  of power 
and wealth (see M illa rd  J. Erickson, C hristian  Theology, 2 vols. 
[Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 198<TJ 2:590-593). Liberation
theology is  r ig h t in  broadening the concept of sin to include the 
social dimension. Unfortunately, i t  does not re a lly  explore the 
radical nature of s in . I t  remains on the same plane as Marx, viewing 
sin as in ju s tic e  among people.
Dussel, "The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 124.
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being righteous, one is  tempted to ask, Why should anyone f ig h t  
poverty? Shall we le t  poverty increase so th a t rightousness may 
increase a ll  the more? While we may say th a t the sins of the rich  are 
not the sins o f the poor, th e ir  basic need is  essen tia lly  the same. 
"In the preaching of Jesus no one class is  made a paragon of v ir tu e ,"  
observes D ulles, " a ll are admonished to  examine th e ir  motives and to 
repent."^ Conversely, i f  the rich  are the "sinners," then, according 
to  the logic of the gospel, which holds th a t "the healthy and 
righteous do not need a doctor" (Luke 5:31-32) the Church's 
p re fe ren tia l love should not be fo r the poor, but p recisely fo r  the 
ric h , fo r i t  is  they who are so fa r  from God's kingdom.
2
M arxist's  utopianism and " id e a lis tic "  view of human nature 
is  also re flec ted  in the lib e ra tio n is t  op tim istic  view of the ro le  of 
the poor as the creators of ju s tice  in the h is to rica l process of 
change. G utierrez ' eschatology lie s  in the work of the m ateria lly
^ D u lle s , "The Meaning o f  F a i th ,"  p. 41.
^As th e  most c o n s is te n t humanism developed a f t e r  th e  E n lig h t ­
enment and French R e v o lu tio n , Marxism dem onstrates a determ ined  
optim ism  in  man's u n lim ite d  p o s s ib i l i t ie s  o f  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n .  B. 
Z y ls t r a  observes th a t  "K arl Marx is  one o f  th e  most ra d ic a l  
proponents o f  th e  myth o f s e lf -d e te rm in is m ."  "K arl Marx: R adical
Hum anist," Vanguard, December, 1973, p . 38. On M a rx is t anthropology  
see Vernon Venable, Human N atu re : The M arxian View (London: D. Dobson 
L td . ,  1946); Adam S c h a ff, Marxism and th e  Human In d iv id u a l (New York: 
McGraw H i l l ,  1970); S c h a ft , Fh ilosopny o f Man: Marx or S a rtre ?  (New 
York: M onthly  Review Press, 19631; A. w e tle r  and E. I-room, M arx 's  
Concept o f  Man (New York: Unger P u b lish in g  Co., 1961); A lfre d  Schm idt, 
The Concept o f N ature  in  Marx (London: NLB, 1971); Louis K. Dupre, 
The P h ilo s o p h ic a l Foundations o f Marxism (New York: H a rc o u rt, Brace & 
W orld, 1966); L. F a r re , "El hombre segun e l m a te ria lis m o  d ia le c t ic o "  
F i lo s o f ia ,  24 (1965):23-49. For a summary see K ir k ,  "The Meaning o f  
Man in  tn e  Debate Between C h r is t ia n i t y  and M arxism ," pp. 41-49; 85- 
93. On M a rx is t  s e c u la r iz e d  e s c h a to lo g y , see Poetsch, pp. 44-47.
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poor. "The fu ture  o f h is to ry ,"  he a ffirm s , "belongs to  the poor and
exp lo ited . True lib e ra tio n  w ill  be the work of the oppressed
1 2 themselves." They are the force to transform h is to ry , the true
lib e ra to rs  and the artisans o f the new humanity."*
I t  seems evident th a t fo r  G utierrez the poor play the same
ro le  as the p ro le tarian  masses do fo r  Marx.^ "The salvation of
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 208. G utierrez here echoes Marx's 
a ffirm atio n  in The communist Manifesto th a t the p ro le ta r ia t  "1s the 
class that holds the fu tu re  in  TTT hands" (c f .  Karl Marx and 
Frederick Engels: Selected Works [New York: In ternational Publishers, 
1968], p. 4 4 ). the last sentence in  G utierrez' statement (" in  them 
[th e  poor] the Lord saves h is to ry " ), however, seems to re f le c t  an 
attempt to  reconcile C h ris tia n ity  and Marxism, a pattern  th a t runs 
throughout his work.
^G utierrez, "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," p. 120.
^G utierrez, "South American Theology," pp. 110-111. Not 
su rp ris in g ly , the "h is to rica l actions" o f the poor, are described as 
" s a lv if ic  actions" (c f . Kloppenburg, The People's Church, p. 100).
4C f. John Plamenatz, Karl Marx's Philosophy of Man (Clarendon 
Press, 1975), p. 168. Marx believed w ith remarkable fa ith  tha t the 
p ro le ta r ia t are the only people who can achieve changes. They would 
destroy the present oppressive type of society e lim inating  a lienation  
by making men fo r  the f i r s t  time masters of th e ir  destiny. They need 
only to  be taught the way to  change things and they w il l  hasten the 
in e v ita b le  break-down of the c a p ita lis t  system o f p riva te  property. 
Beyond th is  lie s  the new Communist society (see Poetsch, pp. 44-49). 
Liberation  theologians seem to  fo llow  th is  b e l ie f ,  in s is tin g  that the 
C hris tian  id e n tif ic a tio n  w ith the class th a t is  destined to be the 
whole could help towards social un ity  (see Miguez Bonino, Doing 
Theology, p. 122; G utierrez, "South American Theology," pp. 110, Ii9 ;  
A Theology, pp. 113-114; c f .  F ie rro , The M ilita n t  Gospel, p. 386). 
Hardly surpris ing , the Basic Ecclesial conmumties are regarded as 
"schools fo r  those who w ill  forge h istory" (Berrymann, Religious 
Roots of Rebellion, p. 334). I t  should be noted, however, th a t there  
is  no factual basis fo r  the Marxist view of h is tory  as an inescapable 
march toward the lib e ra tio n  of the p ro le ta r ia t  and a classless 
society . See G. C o ttie r , Esperanzas enfrentadas: Cristianism o y
Marxismo (Bogota CEDIAL, 1975); Bockmuehl, The Challenge of Marxism.
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humanity passes through them," affirm s the Peruvian theologian.
"They are the bearers of the meaning o f h istory."^  The poor, we are
to ld , are the key to  h is to ry . That being the case, the aim of the
C hristian is  to id e n tify  w ith th e ir  cause, as i f  nothing is  more
important than th a t. From th is  insistence, however, i t  is  not clear
w hether l ib e r a t io n  th e o lo g ia n s  th in k  we must id e n t i f y  w ith  th e  poor
because th is  is  the C hristian  c a llin g  or because the poor provide us
with the clue to the fu tu re  and thus the means fo r C h ris tian ity  to
continue to  be c u ltu ra lly  s ig n if ic a n t.
While Gutierrez finds in Marx's d ia le c tic a l view of man and
his to ry  the basis fo r his notion of the poor as the victorious group,
tho se  who l ib e r a te  them selves and h is to r y ,  he avoids using M arx 's
d e s c r ip tio n  o f  th e  Communist s ta te  as th e  f u l f i l lm e n t  o f h is to r ic a l
development. Instead, he uses C hristian imagery c a llin g  the
2
f u l f i l lm e n t  o f  h is to r y ,  o r th e  aim o f  th e  s tru g g le , th e  kingdom. 
Temporal p rogress, to  be s u re , is  not equated w ith  th e  kingdom o f  
God. Y e t, th e  h is t o r ic a l ,  p o l i t i c a l , l i b e r a t i n g  event is i n t r in s i c a l ly  
l in k e d  w ith  th e  kingdom. In  O D position  to  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  th in k in g  
which considered th e  kingdom as a r e a l i t y  th a t  works w ith in  h is to ry
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 203*
This transposition of terms is  an example of the d if f ic u lty  
one encounters when try in g  to get to the bottom of lib e ra tio n  
theologians' conceptions. Harold 0. J. Brown has called a ttention  to  
the misleading character o f lib e ra tio n  theology's lanquage, which 
often  adopts b ib lic a l concepts but gives to  them nonbiblical content. 
"True and False L iberation in the Light of S crip tu re ," in  
Perspectives on Evangelical Theology, ed. Kenneth S. Kantzen and 
Stanley FT Gundry (Grand Rapids: baker Book House, 1979), pp.
136-140.
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but from outside h is to ry , fo r G utie rrez, the progress of ju s tice  and
man's struggle fo r lib era tio n  i_s the growth of the kingdom and i_s a
s a lv if ic  even t.1
In his eagerness to  see the socioeconomic structures of
Latin America changed, Gutierrez attempts to protect man's autonomy
and fre e  c re a t iv ity  by affirm ing the moral cap ab ility  of the
2
oppressed to cooperate with God in the construction of the kingdom. 
In doing so, however, he gives the impression th a t the poor in  th e ir  
search fo r  a more ju s t society can never go wrong or misuse man's 
creative  fa c u lt ie s . This boundless optimism in man's capacity—which 
underplays the ambivalence of a l l  human activ ity--seem s to come from
3
lib e ra tio n  theologians' reading of humanist philosophy, rather than
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 177. There is  in G utierrez' 
treatment o f the kingdom an unsolved ambiguity. On the one hand, he 
seems to  suggest th a t the kingdom is  a work of man ( ib id . ,  p. 122). 
On the o ther, however, to protect God's sovereignty he underlines 
th a t the kingdom is  above a ll a g i f t  of God ( ib id . ,  p. 177). As Dale 
Vree observes, G utierrez "actually  succeeds in truncating man's 
autonomy (because man cannot f in is h  what he has started) and 
compromising God's omnipotence (because God cannot s ta rt what he 
alone can fin is h "  ("C hristian M arxists," p. 42; Dunn, pp. 244—-245).
p
Liberation theologians re ly  on contemporary Catholic theolo­
gians, such as Karl Rahner and Teilhard de Chardin, fo r the 
insistence on the in tr in s ic  lin k  between man's action in h istory  and 
the coming of the kingdom (Segundo, The Liberation of Theology, p. 
141; c f .  Costas, C hrist Outside the Gate, pp. IZ9-130). in G utierrez, 
however, the M arxist's  emphasis on man's a b i l i ty  and resp o n s ib ility  
to  bring about a b e tte r world puts a shadow on the emphasis of these 
theologians in the ultim ate re a liz a tio n  o f the kingdom as the work of 
God's hands and not to  be equated with human progress. See K. Rahner, 
"The Theological Problems Entailed in the Idea o f the 'New E a rth ,'"  
Theological Investigations, 10:270; P. Teilhard de Chardin, Building  
the Earth (New York: Avon 1965).
3
G utierrez acknowledges th a t the notion of man coming from 
Hegel, Marx,and Marcuse should not be ind iscrim inate ly  accepted (A
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from th e ir  e x is te n tia l experience of the human condition. I t  seems 
paradoxical, th ere fo re , to want to place such high stakes on an 
optimism born out o f philosophical speculation when these theologians 
are so concerned with the realm of praxis.
L iberation theologians correctly  c a ll a tten tion  to  the often  
neglected social dimension o f the gospel. S t i l l ,  a revolution which 
--because of i ts  p a r t ia l ,  i . e . ,  m a te ria lis tic  vision of the poor-- 
conceives lib e ra tio n  as a process mainly concerned with socioeconomic 
s itu a tio n , poses the serious danger of the oppressed adopting the 
standards of the oppressors. Thus when the revolutionary group turns 
the tab les , what w il l  probably emerge is  hardly the "growing of the
i 2
kingdom" or the "new man," but rather a new oppressor. L iberation ,
Theology, p. 32). But he does not ind icate  those areas tha t he would 
reconsider or re je c t. Not a rtic u la tin g  the c rit iq u e  th a t he himself 
admits is  required, the Peruvian theologian does not c la r i fy  to what 
extent he endorses Marx's anthropology, or where he leaves Marx and 
enters in to  a C hristian view o f man and h is to ry .
V o r G utierrez, as we have seen, the u ltim ate  re s u lt o f the 
action of the poor in  h istory  toward lib e ra tio n  is  the creation of 
"the new man" w ith in  a t r u ly  e g a lita r ia n , fra te rn a l society (A 
Theology, p. 158; c f .  pp. 27-37; 99-92; 155-178). In both Gaudium e f  
Spes Cart. 22) and Medellin (Document on Justice, ns. 3 and 4, in  
Tffie^hurch in  Present-day, pp. 33-34), the concept of the new man 
rests on the Pauline understanding of man as enslaved by sin and made 
free  by Jesus' redemptive work. In G utierrez's  view, on the contrary, 
though his language is  colored by C hristian overtones, Marxist 
insights are dominant. The creation of the new man is  mainly 
understood in  terms of economic categories. Since a new man and a new 
society w ill  not be possible unless "the means of production come 
under social ownership" (p. 127), i t  is  a "Latin American socialism  
th a t w ill  promote the advent o f the New Man," he affirm s (p. 51).
2Len in is t-M arxis t ideology also claims th a t re d is trib u tio n  
of wealth and "public self-government presupposes a d iffe re n t type of 
man, and, in turn creates him. The Communist man is  not an egotis t 
and not an in d iv id u a lis t."  Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism (Moscow:
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there fo re , runs the risk  of accomplishing simply the replacement of 
one ty ran t with another.
The strength of lib e ra tio n  theology lie s  in  i ts  compassion 
fo r  the poor and in its  conviction th a t Christians should not remain 
passive and in d iffe re n t to  th e ir  p lig h t. Yet, the rh eto ric  of 
lib e ra tio n  theologians could engender some confusion. In th e ir  
attempt to adapt Marxist analysis to the conditions of Latin America 
and make the poor and d is in h erited  the bearers of revo lu tion , they 
seem to overlook that the C hris tian  "option fo r the poor" and Marx's 
vision of the p ro le ta r ia t are hardly compatible. Marx concentrated on 
the in d u s tria l p ro le ta r ia t as the universal class, entrusted with a 
special ro le in the revolution and the making of the new society. He 
showed, however, l i t t l e  sympathy fo r the unemployables and outcasts 
in the c it ie s ,  the Lumpen as he ca lled  them.1 In the B ible,
Foreign Language Publishing House, 1963), p. 721. The point s t i l l  to  
be proved, however, is  whether socialism has achieved its  dream of a 
to ta l ly  free  and fra te rn a l socie ty , marked by the advent of the "new 
man." Empirical evidence seems to  indicate that what happens indeed in 
socialism is  th a t a fte r  the revolution "a new exp lo iting  and
governing class is  born from the exploited class." Milovan D jilas , The 
New Class. An Analysis of the Communist System (New York: Frederick  
W. Praeger, 1967), pp. 37-69. See Kress1 sTTort analysis o f Cuba
twenty years a fte r  the " lib e ra tio n "  ("Theological Method" p. 131).
^ e e  Karl Marx and Frederick Engels: Selected Works (New 
York: In ternational Publishers, 1968), pp. 44, 138, 145, T6F, 176,
178, 243. For Marx the Lumpen had no destiny in  society. Within
Marxism there are no grounds fo r  making moral choices, since these 
merely re f le c t the subjective views o f men who are determined by 
th e ir  position in  the economic and class structures of th e ir  society  
(Sugden, "Latin America," pp. 114-115). In Marxism, option fo r the 
p ro le ta r ia t  is  merely a functional m atter. They are the u ltim ate  
class, to side with them is  to  side with the victorious party. 
Capitalism  is  destined to  disappear, not because the system is  unjust 
and ought to go; i t  should go because i t  w il l  go.
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on the other hand, the mandate fo r special concern fo r the poor
emerges as a proof of f id e l i t y  to  the covenant with the Lord. Such
"option fo r  the poor" is  a comprehensive option fo r the needy. I t
can hardly be lim ited  to  one social class or to those id eo lo g ica lly
id e n tif ie d . Besides, although Scripture describes God as being on the
side o f the p o o r j nowhere does i t  present the poor as endowed with
moral su p erio rity  or confer on them a o riv ileged  position of greater
wisdom as i f  they hold the key to  h istory or social progress. This
does not mean th a t human lib e ra tin g  work should be renounced. I t
ra ther suggests th a t i f ,  in  carrying i t  forward, stress is  placed on
the oppressed1s struggle fo r  self-em ancipation, i t ,  in  the words of
Norman J. Young,
expects too much and too l i t t l e - - t o o  much of man who consis­
te n tly  turns his c reative  capacities to destructive ends; 
too l i t t l e  of God who comes from beyond man's own sphere of 
manangement to o ffe r  new d irections and p o s s ib ilit ie s .
We started th is  section with the fundamental question of 
relevance and id e n tity . L iberation theology has demonstrated that
tra d it io n a l theology has often compromised the relevance of the
C hris tian  message and tended to  overlook some crucia l b ib lic a l
themes, e .g . ,  the in s ep a ra b ility  of orthodoxy and orthopraxis, the 
incarnational character of theology, and th a t concern fo r social 
ju s tic e  is  a central b ib lic a l teaching. In i ts  corrective  attempt, 
however, lib e ra tio n  theology has also shown some inherent
^See below, pp. 326^-330.
Creator, Creation and Faith (Philadelphia: Westminster
Press, 1 9 /6 ), p. !yo. "Creation and L iberation ," p. 85.
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lim ita tio n s . These lim ita tio n s , which 1n the preceding discussion 
we attempted to  express in re la tio n  to the lib e ra t io n ls t 's  focus on 
the poor, can to  some extent be summarized as a tension between 
methodology and content. The decision of lib e ra tio n  theology to  make 
a concrete p o lit ic a l commitment to praxis as the "primordial locus 
theologicus,"  as well as i ts  view of co n textu a lity , seriously  
endangers the id e n tity  of theological re fle c tio n . C hristian  theology 
not only demands that p r io r ity  be given to  d ivine reve la tio n  and its  
theory of tru th , but also asserts transcendence over contextual 
c a p tiv ity .
We focused p a rtic u la r a ttention  on the demand of l ib e r ­
ation theology fo r  an application of the Marxist analysis as the best 
tool availab le  to  establish the terms in which the struggle fo r  
ju s tic e  in  Latin America must be waged. The concept of the poor 
a rticu la ted  in terms of class struggle, however, tends to compromise 
and l im it  the in tention  o f doing theology "from the perspective of 
the poor."1 Furthermore, lib e ra tio n  theology's d e fin itio n  of the 
poor, more in tune with Marxist d ia le c tic  than with b ib lic a l concern 
fo r the poor, anthropologically and eschato log ically, leads one to  
wonder whether lib e ra tio n  theologians have not, by and large , gone 
beyond an acceptance of Marxist insights warranted by b ib lic a l 
reve latio n  and fa lle n  in to  a sociological c a p tiv ity . Continuing our 
investigation  in  the follow ing section we fu rth e r explore the
W guez Bonino, "Theological Perspectives," p. 407.
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theological im plications of the view of the poor adopted by l ib e r ­
ation theology.
Liberation Theology and the Ecc'iesia Pauperum 
Once the id e n tity  of the poor and the character of th e ir  
s itu a tio n  have been " s c ie n tif ic a lly "  id e n tifie d  through Marxist 
analysis, and the concept of 1ib era tio n —mainly defined in terms of 
bringing socioeconomic freedom fo r the oppressed in h is tory— is 
introduced as a function fo r  theology, theological re fle c tio n  finds  
i t s e l f  ra d ic a lly  redefined. The im plications here are p a rtic u la rly  
crucia l fo r two in te rre la te d  theological notions, namely, the concept 
of salvation as well as the understanding of the nature and mission 
of the church. To these we now turn our a tten tio n .
The Salvation of the Poor 
Under the influence of a d u a lis tic  Greek philosophy, the 
church tra d it io n a lly  perceived r e a li ty  in a two-storied dimension, in 
two separate spheres--the non-h istorical universe, the superior and 
exalted realm of timeless tru th , s p ir i t ,  soul, and supernatural 
salvation , a ll  beyond the human world of h istory on the one hand, and 
on the other, the in fe r io r  and mundane sphere, usually associated 
with the ev il realm of m atter, body, and n a tu re .1 The option between 
these two r e a li t ie s ,  viewed irre c o n c ilia b le , seemed c le a r. The church
^ s  Lindbeck remarks, the physical universe and secular 
history  were viewed not as the world which God loves and redeems
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became overconcerned with the supernatural realm, displaying a 
decided lack of in te res t in the temporal, empirical side of human 
l i f e j  which not only f e l l  outside of i ts  in te re s t but was also 
considered re lig io u s ly  and morally irre le v a n t.
As a s ig n ific a n t corrective  to th is  s p ir itu a liz in g  bias, 
lib e ra tio n  theology has exposed the in f i l t r a t io n  o f P latonic dualism 
in to  tra d itio n a l Western theology which made the gospel and salvation  
overly in d iv id u a lis tic  and otherworldly. However, 1n its  e f fo r t  to
readdress the content o f the gospel to in tra h is to r ic a l re a l i t ie s  and
2
to elaborate a more comprehensive view of sa lvation , lib era tio n  
theology swings the pendulum too fa r  toward the opposite extreme. 
While in the tra d itio n a l approach salvation had l i t t l e  to say to the 
m ateria lly  dispossessed, now its  message is  p rim a rily , i f  not 
exclusively,addressed to the oppressed and th e ir  condition.
but as the re lig io u s ly  unimportant background fo r  God's saving work 
in the hearts of individuals (The Future of Roman Catholic Theology, 
p. 14).
h n  th is  approach, the gospel was mainly conceived in terms 
of comfort fo r individual human souls and In terpreted  exclusively as 
the announcement of forgiveness of sin and g u i l t .  Salvation was 
fundamentally in d iv id u a lis tic  and other-worldly orien ted . Neither the 
gospel nor sa lvation , thus, were thought to have any kind of d irec t 
bearing on the h is to ric a l current o f humanity. See E. Schillebeeckx, 
Vatican I I .  The Real Achievement (London: Sheed & Ward, 1967), pp. 
6-14, 48.------------------------------------------
2
G utierrez advocates a broader view of sa lvation , one "which 
embraces a ll  human r e a l i ty ,  transforms i t ,  and leads i t  to its  
fu llness in Christ" (A Theology, p. 153). At the end, however, he 
tends to re la te  salvation only to the p o lit ic a l sphere o f l i f e .  Carl 
E. Braaten, "The C hristian Doctrine of S alvation ," Interp 35 
(1981):127-130; Bloech, "Soteriology in Contemporary Christian  
Thought," pp. 137-139; Costas, Christ Outside the Gate, p. 129.
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I f  the gospel is  d irected s p e c ific a lly  to the m ate ria lly
poor, salvation is  located in  the h is to r ic a l, social realm. The good
news of lib e ra tio n  is  aimed p rim arily  at the structura l profem s of
in ju s tic e , poverty, in e q u a lity . In fa c t, i t  tends to  become lim ited
to  the present age, and a fo r t io r i  id e n tifie d  preeminently with
immediate m aterial w ell-be ing , hie e t nunc.^ Within th is  v is ion ,
salvation is  temporalized and th is -w o rld ly  bound to the extent that
2
i t  is  v ir tu a lly  equated with socioeconom ic-political lib e ra tio n . 
This immanentist paradigm of salvation, however, though tim ely  and 
appealing, is  not s u ffic ie n t ly  sa tis fac to ry . I t  co rrec tly  exposes the 
tra d itio n a l all-absorbing concentration o f the s p iritu a l and the 
beyond and ca lls  a ttention  to  the social im plications of the gospel. 
But how shall we distinguish th is  in tra h is to r ic a l salvation from the 
solution offered by the p o lit ic ia n , social worker or economist?
Furthermore, does not lib e ra tio n  theology's understanding of 
salvation ra d ic a lly  sever the decisive co rre la tion  between salvation  
and fa ith ? 3 A rticu lated  w ith in  the framework of what can be called  a 
Marxist-Pelagian view of sin and a b i l i t y ,  i t  is the oppressed,
^See Gort, "Gospel fo r  the Poor?" p. 338.
3See Costas, The Church and i ts  Mission, pp. 232-233.
3l ik e  lib e ra tio n  theologians in general, G utierrez does not 
pay enough atten tion  to the Pauline doctrine of ju s t if ic a t io n  and its  
place in  a to ta l b ib lic a l view o f salvation . Greater a tten tio n  to  the 
Pauline notion o f "works o f fa ith "  (1 Thess 1:3; 2 Thess 1 :1 1 ), and
"works of law" (Rom 3:20, 28) might be able to provide a view of
salvation  which does not reduce the need of engagement 1n the
struggle fo r ju s tice  while maintaining the element of grace and the 
p r io r ity  of divine In i t ia t iv e  (See Knapp, "Prelim inary Dialogue," p. 
2 8).
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through th e ir  own in i t ia t iv e ,  who " lib e ra te ” themselves. Salvation  
becomes mainly a p o lit ic a l act to secure a p o lit ic a l utopia. As 
Braaten remarks, "The kind of salvation lib e ra tio n  theology l i f t s  up 
generally  is  something Athens could in p rin c ip le  discover without the
help o f Jerusalem . . . something which w ill  come about through human
2
praxis without any necessary dependence on God's act in C h ris t."  
There is  here the danger of u tte r ly  collapsing in to  the abandonment 
of the gospel to secu la rity  and the p o lit ic a l realm, o ffe rin g  to the 
poor a salvation th a t could be provided without reference to the 
redemptive work of Jesus C h ris t.
Liberation theology has p o s itiv e ly  challenged the in d iv id u a l­
is t ic  e th ic  o f tra d itio n a l C h ris tia n ity . Placing emphasis on the 
c o lle c tiv e  nature o f sin and sa lvation , i t  t r ie s  to move Christians  
and the church from m icro-charity  to m acro-charity. In th is  e f fo r t ,  
however, the impression is  given th a t i f  the poor have been 
economically and p o l i t ic a l ly  lib e ra te d , they w ill  have been lib era ted
Braaten, "The C hris tian  Doctrine o f S alvation ," pp. 127-128. 
The dominant connotation of the words "save," "sa lva tio n ,"  and 
"redemption" throughout the New Testament hardly endorses l ib e r ­
a tio n is t adoption of a "comprehensive" d e fin itio n  of the concept of 
salvatio n , as a something th a t happens to secular economic and 
p o lit ic a l  structures now. Salvation "is  something that happens to 
persons as they are in  Christ" (c f .  F. Buchsel's discussion of 
"a p o lu tro s is ," TDNT, 4:354; see also S ider, Evangelism, Salvation and 
Social Justice , chapter 2 ) . In the "New Testament so teria  does not 
re fe r  to  earth ly  re la tio n sh ip s . Its  content is  not, as in  the Greek 
understanding, w ell-be ing , health  o f body and soul. Nor is  i t  the 
e arth ly  lib e ra tio n  of the people of God from the heathen yoke as in  
Judaism . . .  I t  has to do so le ly  w ith man's re la tio n sh ip  to  God 
. . . In the New Testament . . . only the events of the h is to ric a l 
coming, su fferin g , and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth bring 
salvation  from God's wrath by the forgiveness of sins" (G. Fohrer, 
"Sozo, s o te ria , so ter, so te rio s ,"  TDNT, 7:1002).
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indeed or at least in  the primary and most meaningful sense. In th is  
case, lib e ra tio n  is  transformed into  a means to accomplish what 
capitalism  has already accomplished elsewhere. This is  unfortunate, 
since " lib e ra tio n  lim ited  to p o lit ic a l or economic emancipation is  
u ltim ate ly  no lib e ra tio n  at a l l  . . . and in  the end i ts  achievement 
w ill have accomplished nothing tru ly  righteous and ju s t or genuinely 
meaningful and durable."^ Liberation in socia l, p o lit ic a l,  and economic 
terms, as desirable as 1t 1s, is  only a p a rtia l emancipation since i t  
cannot a ffe c t the profound causes of human a lien a tio n .
An Eccleslology fo r Liberation
Side by side with the question of sa lvation , lib e ra tio n
theologians have d ea lt with the question of the Church and its
mission in  contemporary Latin  America. Once salvation is  understood
mainly in i ts  horizontal dimension, the way is  open fo r a
concentration of Lhe Church's a c t iv ity  in the sphere of struggle for
the p o lit ic a l and economic lib e ra tio n  of the poor. In the lig h t of
the com plicity th a t has long been exhibited between the instu tional
Church and the p o lit ic a l powers, the Image of a church which does not
intervene in  the temporal order is  understood as an id e a lis t ic
abstraction. The Church must s h ift  sides and "place i t s e l f  squarely
2
w ithin the process of revo lu tio n ."  The Church of the theologians of 
lib e ra tio n  can only be understood and have its  message made credible
^Gort, p. 338.
2
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 138.
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i f  i ts  task has the poor and th e ir  lib e ra tio n  as the center of 
concern.^
Id e n tific a tio n  with the poor, i t  should be noted, demands 
more than simply to experience fa ith  from w ithin th e ir  context of 
socio-economic oppression. I t  means a radical refusal to accept what 
e x is ts . Thus, Gutierrez in s is ts  tha t the Church's mission is  defined 
p ra c tic a lly  and th e o re tic a lly , pastorally  and th eo lo g ica lly  in 
re la tio n  to the revolutionary process. The "revolutionary process" 
is  understood as a concrete and practica l e f fo r t  to change the 
economic structures of the continent."* In th is  process, the Church 
must become a prophetic denouncer of every unjust s itu a tio n . But to  
denounce in ju s tic e , i t  is  imperative fo r the Church to dissociate  
i t s e l f  from the established order which perpetuates oppression and to  
commit i t s e l f  to the service of the oppressed. Liberation  
theologians, therefore , convoke the Church to divest i t s e l f  of the 
p o lit ic a l power and social prestige which i t  now enjoys
*Sobrino, The True Church, p. 120; G utierrez, A Theology, p.
138.
9  . . . .
“ G u t i e r r e z ,  i D i d . ,
Guti§rrez assigns fo r  theology and the church the task of 
"rereading h istory  from the perspective o f the poor" ("Statement by 
Gustavo G utierrez," p. 310). Explaining him self, he adds: "To reread 
h is to ry  means to remake h is to ry . The rereading of h is tory  from the 
perspective of the humi1iated  . . .  is  the resu lt of a commitment and 
the struggle by entering into  what we c a ll the h is to ric a l praxis of 
lib e ra tio n "  ( ib id ) .  Praxis, understood as "transforming action ," is  
in  fa c t "the action of the poor" ( ib id ) .  Social change must be 
worked out from "bottom up" (A Theology, p. 113), and ca lls  fo r a 
church completely bound up w ith the poor, th e ir  a sp ira tio n , and 
struggle (G utierrez, "The Praxis of L ib eratio n ,"  p. 397).
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and re a d ily  cast i ts  lo t with the p ro le ta r ia t and its  struggle.
This ob jective , however, remains paradoxical since while 
lib e ra tio n  theology ca lls  fo r  the Church's surrender of power and 
prestige at one le v e l, i t  implies gaining power and prestige among 
the oppressed, necessarily endangering once again the Church's 
autonomy. The mission of the Church could thus be severely 
compromised. Though unw itting ly , those who embrace the idea of a 
church at the service of the m ate ria lly  disposessed in  terms of the 
oppressed/ oppressor p o lariza tio n  are essen tia lly  commiting the same 
mistake they condemn in the former union o f the Church with the r ich .
Even i f  one agrees with G utierrez' notion tha t the Church 
must be involved in a conscientizing evangelization in  an attempt to  
awaken in oppressed Latin Americans the notion o f th e ir  d ign ity  as 
men and as creatures of God, the question remains: what precisely is 
the Church's resp o n s ib ility  toward those who sustain the unjust 
structures and who also belong to  i ts  constituency? Have not 
lib e ra tio n  theologians overstressed the ro le  o f the oppressed as over 
against the oppressors? Should not the lib e ra tio n  of oppressor also 
be a major concern?^ Can i t  be said , as lib e ra tio n  theologians
'This is precisely the question raised by Rosemary Ruether. 
As she says, lib e ra tio n  theologians must remember tha t "the dehuman­
iz a tio n  of the oppressor is  re a lly  th e ir  primary problem . . .  To the 
extent th a t they are not a t a l l  concerned about maintaining an 
authentic prophetic address to the oppressors; to  the extent tha t 
they repudiate them as persons . . . and conceive of lib e ra tio n  as a 
mere reversal of th is  re la tionsh ip  . . . they both abort th e ir  
p o s s ib ilit ie s  as a lib e ra tin g  force fo r the oppressor, and 
u ltim a te ly , dera il th e ir  own power to  lib e ra te  themselves. What th is  
means is  th a t one cannot dehumanize the oppressors without u ltim ate ly  
dehumanizing oneself, and aborting the p o s s ib ilit ie s  of the
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suggest, that to  be saved the rich  need only to become m ateria lly  
poor? How can the Church in i ts  "option fo r the poor" in terms of 
class struggle l iv e  up the Christian im possib ility  of sacra liz ing  and 
absolutizing p o litics?  How can lib e ra tio n  theology w ith in  such an 
exc lu s iv is t option, id e n tify  with the salvation o f God's kingdom fo r  
a l l ,  since th is  kingdom knows no h is to r ic a lly  chosen social class as 
the sole bearers of universal salvation? In Schillebeeckx's terms,
"can the church leg itim a te ly  p a rtic ip a te  in the cause of the poor and
2
oppressed i f  i t  takes a d e fin ite  position in  the class struggle?"
G utierrez sees as the f i r s t  pastoral task of the Church to  
celebrate, through the Eucharist, the brotherhood and lib e ra tio n  
secured by God's saving work in Jesus. Since in Latin America both 
oppressors and oppressed share in tha same celebration , his 
understanding of the Eucharist raises a crucial issue: "Without a
real commitment against exp lo ita tio n  and a lien a tio n  and fo r  a society 
of s o lid a r ity  and ju s tic e , the Eucharistic celebration  is an empty 
actio n ."  Gutierrez* ins ight is  a v a lid  one, but he provides no
lib e ra tio n  movement in to  an exchange of roles of oppressor and 
oppressed" (Liberation Theology, p. 13).
W  M edellin , while the Bishops spoke of "Pastoral Care of 
the Masses" (The Church in the Present-day, pp. 90-95), they also 
re ferred  to "Pastoral Concern to r the E lites "  ( ib id . ,  pp. 98-105), 
showing c lear perception of the church's re sp o n s ib ility  fo r a ll  
social groups. In the case of the theologians of lib e ra tio n , i t  seems 
th a t the C h ris tian 's  re sp o n s ib ility  w ith the oppressors ends with the 
combat waged against them.
^ch illeb eeckx , "Liberation Theology," p. 7.
■5
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 265; see above, p. 173.
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suggestion as to how the Church might make its  Eucharistic celebra­
tio n  a symbol of genuine unity  in  a ra d ic a lly  divided world. He 
l im its  himself to  a ffirm  th a t "unity o f the church is not tru ly  
achieved without the un ity  of the world."^ Does i t  mean that an 
id e a lis t  unity  at the level of material possessions w ill  secure unity  
w ith in  the church? Shall the C hristian  celebration w ait fo r the 
ideal world unity or should the dilemma be resolved by preventing the
oppressors from p artic ip a tio n  in  the Eucharistic fe a s t, thus
2
transforming i t  in to  a celebration  among m ilitan ts?  The notion of 
lib e ra tio n  theology on the un ity  o f the Church, reduced to a mere 
expression of human r e a l i ty ,  is  su p erfic ia l and f a l ls  short of Paul's 
vision of the church, where in C hrist "there is  neither Jew nor
Greek, there is neither slave, nor fre e , there is  neither male nor 
female" (3 :2 8 ).
The analysis of the 1ib e ra t io n is t ' s ecc lesio log ical thought 
reveals fu rth er d i f f ic u l t ie s .  In th e ir  attempt to  e n lis t  the Church 
as an instrument of change, lib e ra tio n  theologians tend to understand 
i t  in terms of the world and to judge its  v a lid ity  in terms of
effectiveness and social impact in  the transformation o f society. 
Within th is  functional vision of the church, the ecc les ia , is
b a s ic a lly  conceived, as one more power block fo llow ing a ll  governing
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 278.
2
I t  is  appropriate here to  re ca ll th a t a t the Last Supper 
"unity" was hardly an ex is ten t r e a l i ty  as evidenced by the presence 
of a t r a i to r  (John 13:18-30), the questions of Thomas and P h ilip  
(John 1 4 :5 -9 ), the dispute over rank (Luke 22:24-27), and the
prophecy of P eter's  denial (Luke 22:31-34).
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social o rgan izations.1 Where then, one is  tempted to ask, is  the
sign ificance of the Church and where does i ts  essential nature lie ?
While on the one hand Gutierrez affirm s th a t the Church must be "seen
2
in terms of the world," on the other he considers i t  as the sign of
3
a r e a l i ty  beyond the grasp of the world. But where does the 
v a lid ity  o f th a t sign rest? Is i t  in  the fa c t th a t the world seems 
to appreciate now the u t i l i ta r ia n  value of the Church, or is  th is  
value in tr in s ic  to the sign regardless of what any p a rticu la r
4
h is to ric a l moment may think?
This understanding, however, pays l i t t l e  a tten tion  to the 
Church's in v is ib le  and divine r e a l i ty .  L iberation theologians leave 
out the dual nature of the Church as sustained by tra d itio n a l 
C h ris tia n ity . See Lumen Gentium's emphasis or, the s p iritu a l dimension 
of the church (A rt 8, in Abbott, pp. 22-24). They tend to minimize 
those r e a l i t ie s  in  the Church which reach beyond the lim ita tio n s  of 
human in s titu tio n s  and accomplishment. Stressing the importance of 
the Church's presence in  the process of s tructura l changes in Latin  
American, should not lib e ra tio n  theology give a tten tio n  to the c a ll  
to conversion and holiness that the church makes to men? Or is the 
the force of the church to be found only in  sustaining the class 
struggle?
2
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 67.
3Ib id . , pp. 258-262.
^Going one step fu rth e r , we must stress that i f  the sign is  
of in tr in s ic  value, then the Church hardly can be evaluated in terms 
of the world's standards, and lib e ra tio n  theology faces here the 
challenge of an unresolved paradox. The e fficacy  of a sign, as 
Herrera observes, is  dependent on the b e lie f th a t those who uphold 
the sign have placed on i t ,  rather than on the value th a t outsiders 
may a ttr ib u te  to i t  (Man and the Latin  American Church, p. 254). That 
being the case, while fo r  the be lievers , the Church may be a sign of 
salvation , fo r  the world i t  may be only a sign o f contrad iction , as 
in the case of Jesus and the cross. Hence, how can the Church be 
seen in  "terms o f the world," when the world n a tu ra lly  cannot discern 
the meaning in  the re a li ty  tha t the church as a sign points to?
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Liberation theologians correctly  c a ll the Church to take 
social re a l i t ie s  seriously. Yet they assign to  the Church a ro le  in 
society in such a way th a t i t  discharges its  social resp o n s ib ility  
more in terms set by the world than those found in  the gospel. 
According to  G utierrez, the Church-world fro n tie rs  are f lu id 1 to the 
extent th a t many committed C hristians—join ing forces with various
secular groups committed to the social revo lu tion—make no
d is tin c tio n  between working fo r the kingdom and working fo r  the 
social revo lu tion . How fa r  can the Church be engaged in p o lit ic a l 
activism  and class struggle and s t i l l  be fa ith fu l to its  divine  
c a llin g  fo r a m inistry o f reconcilia tion? Can i t  represent the new 
aeon while fig h tin g  with the weapons of the old? Whereas we must be 
fu l ly  aware of the dangerous tendency toward tra d it io n a l theological 
dualism, lib e ra tio n  theology's d r i f t  toward h is to r ic a l monism is not 
a satis fac to ry  exchange. Its  propensity to  syncretism and
universalism is  p a rtic u la r ly  d is to rtin g  to  the gospel. O b literating
the d is tin c tio n  between the church and the world, lib e ra tio n  theology 
ends up id en tify in g  the purpose o f God with the present h is to rica l 
s itu a tio n . Such an id e n tif ic a tio n , however, has no b ib lic a l 
foundation. On the contrary, the New Testament authors constantly 
contradict th is  notion by in s is tin g  on the d is tin c tio n  between the 
Church and the world, between lig h t and darkness, between those who 
are in Christ and those who are not (cf. John 1:12-13; 3:6; 8:12;
17:15-16; 2 Cor 5:17; 6:14-15; Eph 2 :1 -1 0 ).
G u tie rre z , A Theology, p. 72.
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Christology and Ecclesiology 
Liberation theologians attempt to  pattern th e ir  ecclesiology  
a fte r  th e ir  understanding of Christology. A C hristian perception of 
the church, Gutierrez in s is ts , must begin with C hris to logy.1 Since 
ubi Christus ib i ecc les ia , Jesus' id e n tific a tio n  with the poor 
makes the place where the poor stand normative fo r  what the true  
Church is  and is  to be. This leaves no a lte rn a tiv e  fo r the church: 
e ith er i t  w ill  be the church o f the poor or i t  w il l  not be the church 
at a l l .  Although the ins igh t has a leg itim ate  and powerful claim , 
l ib e ra tio n  theology, dominated by i ts  one-sided vision of the
G utierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 210. There has been in  
recent Catholic as well as Protestant theological thought a renewed 
emphasis on Christology as the paradigm fo r ecclesiology. See Henry 
de Lubac, Catholicism (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1958), p. 29; 
Vatican I I ' s  Lumen Gentium, a r t .  8; Dulles, Models o f the Church, pp.
95-108; R. Adolfs, me Grave of God: Has tfie Church a Future?
(London: Burns & Oats, 1967), pp. 109-117; Moltmarin, The Church in 
the Power of the S p ir it ,  pp. 121-131. Central to  lib e ra tio n  theolo­
gians' approacn to  Christology, however, is  the endeavor to restate  
tra d itio n a l C hristological formulations and to bring Christology  
i t s e l f  under the c r ite r io n  of praxis. As one might expect, lib e ra tio n  
theology is  not concerned about analyzing Jesus' dual nature as God 
and man, d ivine personhood, his hypostatic union, e tc .,  which are 
considered as abstract speculations. I t  is  the flesh-and-blood Jesus 
o f h istory who is  of fundamental importance to  Latin theologians.
They focus almost exc lusively  on the lib e ra tiv e  a c t iv ity  o f the
h is to ric a l Jesus (see esp ec ia lly  B off, Jesus C hrist L ib era to r; 
Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads). In th e ir  e f fo r t  to  replace 
the "dead Christ" of Latin  American p ie ty  with the "h is to rica l 
Jesus" and set a new paradigm fo r the l i f e  of the Church, lib e ra tio n  
theologians run the r is k  of putting him to d ire c t and immediate 
ideological use, reducing C hrist to  a p o lit ic a l lib e ra to r  (fo r  
helpfu l discussion of lib e ra tio n is t  Christology, see Gerald 
O 'C o llins , What Are They Saying about Jesus? [New York: Paulist 
Press, 1983J, pp. 51-63; Clark M. Williamson, "Christ Against the  
Jews: A Review of Jon Sobrino's C hristology," Encount 40 [1978]: 
403-412; Dan Cohn-Sherbork, "Jesus the Jew and Liberation Theology," 
The Month, [March, 1984], 82-84; Brian Mullandy, "An Analysis of 
Christology in Liberation Theology," 438-459).
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poor, tends to place the correct theological proposition in a wrong 
framework. Two questions here are of c rucia l s ig n ificance. F irs t  
what kind of option did Jesus manifest fo r  the poor? Second, who were 
these poor to whom Jesus manifested special sympathy? At th is  point 
we l im it  ourselves to a few basic observations, leaving a more 
elaborate discussion fo r a la te r  section of th is  study.
In the lig h t of the witness o f the gospels i t  seems indisput­
able th a t Jesus' teaching and deeds, f u l f i l l i n g  the Old Testament 
pronouncements concerning God's saving actions, were lib e ra tin g  and 
marked by an "option fo r the poor." In s tr ik in g  fashion, Jesus seeks 
out the s ick, the low ly, sinners, women, ch ild ren , the despised, 
fore igners , the outcast. I t  is  not tha t he merely to lerated  such 
people; he d e lib e ra te ly  chose to associate him self w ith them.1 He 
encouraged them to  fee l at home with him, giving the impression that 
he not only liked  th e ir  company, but in fa c t preferred i t .  Liberation  
theologians c o rrec tly  stress th a t Jesus' v ision of s o lid a r ity  with 
the poor and oppressed resulted in  a praxis unacceptable to the 
powers of his tim e. They seem to  overlook, however, that his
^he portrayal o f Jesus' m in istry in the Synoptic Gospels 
touches often upon his fe llow ship with the lowly and the outcast. The 
world o f ordinary, despised and poor people of his society is  the 
backdrop to  his a c t iv ity .  What is  special about or common to  the 
people Jesus specia lly  ministered to? They a ll  "lacked" something: 
health , opportunities in  l i f e ,  prestige before the "righteous," 
c a p a b ilit ie s , acceptance among the Jews. They were a l l  marginalized. 
There is , in fa c t ,  something grand in  Jesus' decision to go to those 
whom the sociorelig ious Jewish system scrupulously excluded and 
judged unworthy. I t  is  p recisely Jesus' option fo r the outcast and 
despised th a t was the seed of the Gospel as the "Good News."
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preference fo r  the outcast issued from something deeper, namely "his 
primary mission to gather together a l l  Is ra e l." *
L ib e ra tio n is t C hristo logical formulation which tends to 
transform Jesus p rim arily  in to  a h is to rica l lib e ra to r  in  the economic 
and p o lit ic a l sphere proclaiming a gospel partisan to the m ate ria lly  
poor hardly finds much b ib lic a l support. Since the kingdom is  
universa l, Jesus' option fo r  the poor does not constitu te  the 
founding of a party o f the poor in opposition to the wealthy. The 
ric h  are not cursed but ra ther in v ited  to  conversion (Luke 18:18-22; 
19:1 -10 ). Furthermore, the fa c t th a t in  Jesus' time i t  was possible
3
to  be m ateria lly  w e ll-to -d o  and yet an outcast of society must make 
one cautious about making too easy and exclusive an id e n tific a tio n  
between "the poor" to whom Jesus was partisan with the economically 
deprived.
Jesus' message and "option fo r the poor" transcends social 
classes and ideological aligments. At no point does he urge 
c o lle c tiv e  action or set up a program. His sole emphasis is on 
ind ividual acts of generosity and love.** He does not even e x p lic it ly
*Schillebeeckx, "Liberation Theology," p. 5
p
Luke gives special a tten tio n  to  Jesus' contacts with people 
of adequate to  quite substantial means. We th ink of the fishermen 
( 5 : 2 f f ) ,  the centurion ( 7 : 2 f f ) ,  Jairus (8 :4 1 f f ) ,  Mary and Martha 
(10 :38 -42 ), and women l ik e  the w ife of Herod's steward who provided 
fo r  Jesus and his d isc ip les  (8 :3 ). His favourites  are the 
ta x -c o lle c to rs  (Luke 3:12, 5:27; 7:29; 15:I f f ;  19:1f f ) .
That was p a r tic u la r ly  the case of the ta x -c o lle c to rs . See 
below, pp. 372-375.
^Although Jesus indisputably called  men to  renunciation of
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contend fo r the m aterial in te res ts  of the poor and oppressed and
whenever he advocates social action , i t  is  the salvation of the
g iv e r, not the m aterial advantage of the receiver that is his
e x p lic it  concern. The challenges he posed to the rich  did not c a ll
fo r  social revolution but fo r  d iscip leship .
The preceding discussion points to some basic d if f ic u lt ie s  
in  lib e ra tio n  theology's attempt to pattern ecclesiology a fte r  
C h ris t's  id e n tific a tio n  with the poor. On the one hand, based on 
i t s  understanding of the poor as id e n tifie d  in  terms of Marxist class
w ealth, he never gave a programmatic ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r  the demand. 
See Reginald F u lle r , "Wealth in  the B ib le ," C h ris tia n ity  and the 
A fflu en t Society, ed. Reginald F u lle r and Brian FI RTce (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. T5.- terdmans Publishing Co., 1966), p. 23. L iberation
theologians overstate th e ir  case when they attempt to  set Jesus 
against the rich  as such, or ra d ic a lize  his a ttitu d e  in  re la tio n  to 
wealth (see Miranda, Marx and the B ib le, pp. 1-33; idem, Communism 
in  the B ib le , pp. 67-73; uussel " lhe Kingdom of God and the Poor," 
ppl 122-125). I t  should be noted th a t (1) Jesus condemned wealth as a 
source of u ltim ate security  (Matt 6:19-20; Luke 12:33; c f . T.W. 
Manson, "The Sayings o f Jesus," The Mission and Message of Jesus: An 
Exposition of the Gospels in the Light of Modern Research LNew York: 
F I FI Outton and Company, 1938J, pp. 464; Ful le r ,  ’'Wealth in the 
Bible" p. 29); (2) he warned against i t s  bondage and tyranny (M att. 
6:24; Luke 16:33); (3) he saw ic  as an inducement to  greed and 
covetousness (Luke 12:15-20), as well as (4) a source of d istressing  
anxiety (Luke 12:33-34). Furthermore (5) Jesus dram atically  and 
unambiguously portrayed the p e r ils  of wealth as a hindrance for 
f a i th ,  and (6) an obstacle to existence under the sovereignty o f God 
(Mark 10:23-27; Matt 19:16-26; Luke 18:18-27; Matt 6:24; Luke 16:13 
(c f .  F. Hauck, "Mammon" TDNT 4:388-389). For an analysis of Jesus' 
demand concerning w eaIth, see S. Robert M arshall, The C hristian  
Response to Poverty in  the New Testament Era (Th. D. D issertation: 
Southern Baptist Theological seminary, 1970). pp. 165-213; c f .  Michael 
E. Smith "Is  Fighting Social In ju s tic e  the Main Business of the 
Church," NOxfR 45 D 9 7 8 ]:4 -9 ). Jesus' teachings on the issue of 
wealth h a rd ly :o u ld  be squared with modern 1ib e ra tio n is t social and 
economic program. One of the most challenging of a l l  Jesus' social 
sayings is  his message to the rich  ru le r: "Sell every thing you have 
and give to  the poor" (Luke 18: 22). Yet the culmination of his 
command is  strongly s p ir itu a l:  "Then come, fo llow  me."
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analysis, lib e ra tio n  theology seems to conceive the "Church of the 
poor" as the church of a specific  revolutionary cl ass J  the church 
of the oppressed whom i t  is  necessary to conscientize in the lig h t of 
the organized struggle fo r lib e ra tio n . The church's "option fo r the 
poor"^ is ,  in fa c t, an option fo r the p ro le ta r ia t , in  terms of class 
struggle, and framed w ithin the c o n flic tiv e  d ia le c tic  involved in
As we discussed e a r l ie r ,  the notion of the "church of the 
poor" f i r s t  emerged by the time of Vatican I I .  A fter the Medellin 
conference the theologians of lib e ra tio n  took on the ecclesiological 
theme of C h ris t's  unity  with the poor. But departing from the 
Council's emphasis, they in s is t th a t the concept of the peer is  not 
to  be perceived subjectively through charity  nor th eo lo g ica lly  in  the 
conception of the "suffering C h ris t,"  but, through Marxist socio­
economic analysis, as c lass, oppressed and exploited (Miguez Bonino, 
"Ecclesia Pauper," pp. 139-141). The "Church of the Poor," or the 
"Church of the People," then, tends to be conceived p rim arily  as a 
church of one class. To avoid the use of the term "people" as an a l l -  
inc lusive social and p o lit ic a l e n tity  beyond class differences and 
c o n flic t iv e  d ia le c tic  (P. Richard, "The Latin  American Church," p. 
4 4 ), or Vatican I I ' s  "abstract" reference to the Chuch as the "People 
of God," lib e ra tio n  theologians a ffirm  th a t, "When we speak of a 
Church of the People, we must be careful to make i t  c lear that we 
are not giving the phrase uni versa !is t meaning . . . For us, the term 
'people' is  h is to r ic a lly  connected with the exploited sectors w ithin  
dependent c a p ita lis t  system, such as the one we are now the victims 
of in Latin America" (R. Vidales, "Evangelizacion y liberacion  popular," 
in  Liberacion y c au tive rio , p. 223; c f .  L. Boff, "Theological 
C haracteris tics  of a Grassroots Church," p. 134).
^ I t  should be noted that while the conferences o f Medellin  
and Puebla im p lic it ly  and e x p lic it ly  re ferred  to a "preferentia l
option fo r  the poor," there was no suggestion to  opt fo r struggle
against the oppressors as lib e ra tio n  theologians suggest (see The 
Church in  the Present-Day Transformation, pp. 172-179; Puebla's 
" U n a I Document," in  Puebla and Beyond, n o s . 114-116. For a helpful 
treament o f an "option fo r  the poor" based on Puebla and on Pope John 
Paul's addresses in  Mexico, see Ricardo Antonich, Los Cristianos ante 
la  In ju s t ic ia :  Hacia una lectura  latinoam erica de la doctrina socTal 
de la Ig ie s ia  [Bogota: Ediclones arupo S o d a ), I980J, pp. 108-115).
V o r  Gutierrez to  opt fo r  the poor can only mean to combat
the oppressive class (A Theology, pp. 276, 301; "The Praxis of
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the conception of poverty which revolves around the axis oppressed/ 
oppressor. This particu larism  based on a one-sided way of 
defining the poor--which s e le c tive ly  acknowledges them as those who 
conform to  the th eo re tica l exigences of ideological demands-- 
v ir tu a lly  elim inates the C hristo logical basis lib e ra tio n  theologians 
want to  give to th e ir  understanding of the Church. How shall we 
maintain the theological notion ubi Christus, ib i ecclesia and at the 
same time t i e  the Church to  one social class? Are we supposed to  
assume th a t Jesus employed fo r  his id e n tif ic a tio n  with the poor the
Liberation ," p. 382), and here there is  no neutral ground fo r the
Church ( ib id . ,  p. 275). Although one may find  examples of radical
positions regarding v io lence, Hans Kiing's c r itic is m  implying that 
lib e ra tio n  theologians promote a "theological g lo r if ic a t io n  of
violence" (On Being a C h ris tian , p. 570), or Rene Visme Williamson's 
affirm ation  th a t violence pTays "a major ro le" in lib e ra tio n
theology, however, are oversim plifications that ignore the complexity 
of the Latin arguments. As Coon remarks, i t  is  not violence per se
th a t is  advocated. I t  is  ra ther a question of what is  being opposed, 
namely, the in s titu tio n a liz e d  violence, the " f i r s t  violence" 
a ttrib u ted  to the power structure ("Theologies of L iberation: Toward 
a Common View," p. 403). I t  seems th a t as fa r  as violence is  
concerned, the major c r it ic is m  to  Gutierrez is the vagueness in which 
he deals with the issue. Even though he is  c lear as to the
im possib ility  of n e u tra lity  or compromises th a t hinder to ta l 
alignment with the oppressed and to ta l re jec tio n  of the oppressors, 
he is  unclear as to  how the C hristian  or the Church can carry on the 
class struggle. He ta lks  about "radical combat" as the only way 
to  show love fo r  one's enemies, but we are in the dark as to what
kind of combat he has in  mind or in what i ts  rad ical ness consists.
Id e a lis t ic a l ly  G utierrez says th a t the question is  not "having no 
enemies, but rather o f not excluding them from our love ," therefore  
the struggle "must be a real and e ffe c tiv e  combat, not hate" ( ib id . ,  
p. 276). The question remains, however, as to  whether i t  is  re a l is t ic  
to  envision class struggle without exaceroation of hate, vio lence, 
resentment and r iv a lr ie s .  As "Che" Guevara, a hero of Latin  American 
revo lu tio n aries , wrote, "hatred is  a fac to r in  struggle . . .  a 
people that does not hate cannot triumph over a brutal enemy" (c f.  
Kloppenburg, The People's Church, p. 179).
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same " s c ie n tif ic  social analysis" th a t the theologians of lib e ra tio n  
have adopted?1
On the other hand, lib e ra tio n  theologians overstate th e ir  
case when they seek to give an ontological basis to Jesus'
id e n tif ic a tio n  with the poor. This emphasis u ltim ate ly  resu lts  on a 
questionable extern a liza tio n  in  which the poor, based in th e ir  social 
condition, are autom atically included in the Church. Can we
leg itim a te ly  a ffirm  th a t poor and oppressed qua poor and oppressed
2
are the "true church" as lib e ra tio n  theologians suggest? Or th a t the 
poor, because of th e ir  external socioeconomic condition, are crypto 
C hris tians, a "second brotherhood," to be autom atically transformed 
in to  the "People of God?" Is not tha t kind of ex tern a liza tio n
precisely  what lib e ra tio n  theologians c r it ic iz e  in the "Christendom 
m en ta lity ,"  in  which external ch arac te ris tics  were taken as the
grounds fo r a s p iritu a l re a lity ?
As Kloppenburg notes, f iv e  elements are required fo r the 
concept o f "poor/people," as understood in re la tio n  to  lib e ra tio n is t  
notion of the "Church of the Poor." The "poor" or "people" must 
share: (1) m aterial poverty; (2) ob jective  oppression by capita lism ; 
(3) consciousness of the oppression; (4) struggle against the 
oppressors aiming at lib e ra tio n ; and (5) carrying on the struggle in  
the radical form of class struggle (The People's Church, pp. 38-39).
2
Although we deal with exegesis la te r ,  i t  seems appropriate at 
th is  point to give a tten tio n  to  lib e ra tio n  theologians' 
in te rp re ta tio n  of Matt 25:31-46, a cruc ia l te x t fo r the notion of the 
"church o f the poor." As we noticed e a r l ie r ,  lib e ra tio n  theologians, 
on the basis o f ubi Christus, ib i ecclesia  and in  association w ith a 
p a rtic u la r  understanding of Jesus' id e n tif ic a tio n  with the "least of 
the brethren" of Matt 25:31-46, conclude th a t the poor, "wherever and 
whoever they are," form a second brotherhood of the church outside of 
the believ ing  community (see above p .170, n. 1; c f .  G uti§rrez' 
exegesis of Matt 25:31-46, A Theology, pp. 197-203). The 
1ib e ra tio n is t ecclesio log ical in te rp re ta tio n  of Matt 25:31-46
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The Church of the Poor and the Danger 
of Sectarianism
In contrast w ith the tra d itio n a l a llia n c e  o f the Latin  
American Roman Catholic Church with the rich  e li te s ,  lib e ra tio n  
theology convokes a "Church of the People." I t  co rrec tly  in s is ts  th a t 
preference must be given to  the poor, as the gospel i t s e l f  commands. 
By th e ir  very d e fin itio n  of the poor, however, lib e ra tio n  
theologians, at least at the th eo re tica l le v e l, lin k  the Church 
exclusively  to  one group-class. The lib e ra tio n is t  "option fo r the 
poor" tends to l im it  the u n iv e rs a lity  of the Church and compromise 
i t s  o ffe r o f salvation to  a ll  in a way which transforms the ecclesia
(except fo r the Marxist id e n tif ic a tio n  of the poor) coincides in  
almost every d e ta il w ith Moltmann's exegesis of th is  te x t (see The 
Church in the Power o f the S p ir it ,  pp. 121-132). Martin R. T rip o le , 
however, challenges the notion th a t the "least o f these brethren" is  
equal to the poor of the world in  general (see "A Church fo r the Poor 
and the World: at Issue with Moltmann's Ecclesiology," ThSt 42
[1981 ]:645-659). T ripo le  raises two main objections to th is  kind of 
exegesis: F ir s t ,  as indicated by the immediate and larger contexts, 
Jesus' discourse is  addressed to  his d iscip les  (see Matt 24:1 to  
2 6 :1 ); second, with remarkable consistency in Matthew's gospel, the  
references to  " l i t t l e  ones" or "least brethren" are references not 
to needy people,in  general, but to  believers (see Matt 11:11; 10:42; 
18:6; 12:4-50; 5:47; 23:8; 28:10; c f . W. D. Davies, The Setting of 
the Sermon on the Mount [London: Cambridge U niversity Press, I966J, 
pT mus, in  25:31-46, ra ther than making exceptional use of
these terms, Jesus is  re fe rr in g  to  his own d isc ip les  in  mission 
a c t iv ity .  The "least brethren" mentioned in Matt 25:31-46 "are 
discip les  o f Jesus and anyone from among the nations of the world who 
takes care o f th e ir  needs as they carry out th e ir  d iscip leship  is  
serving Jesus and thereby performing a service to  God (pp. 649-659). 
To use the te x t fo r  drawing up a "second brotherhood" o f the church 
outside the community o f believers v io la tes  the te x t by e isegesis . 
The te x t would therefore  "not be relevant to the discussion of the 
e n tire ly  d if fe re n t matter of C hristian  service of the needs of the 
poor in  general" (p. 650). For a l i s t  o f modern exegetes who 
concur with th is  conclusion, see T rip o le , pp. 650-651; and 
p a rtic u la r ly  Lamar Cope, "Matthew 25:31-46, 'The Sheep and the Goats' 
R einterpreted," NovTest 11 [1969 ]:32 -44).
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into a partisan p o lit ic a l fa c tio n . As Catholic theologian Hans Urs 
von Balthasar notes, the Church cannot "celebrer 1 'Eucharistie  
uniquement avec ceux quo con materiellement pauvres, l im ite r  son 
unite catholique au 'p a r t i '  des pauvres, autrement d i t  ne vouloir 
l'e ten d re  a tous les hommes qu'apres une 'lu t te  des classes' 
v ic to rie u s e ."1
While Vatican I I  understood the expression "People of God" 
as meaning alj_ those who are fu l ly  incorporated in  the Catholic  
Church,2 fo r lib e ra tio n  theology the "People of God" are the poor and 
oppressed w ithin the basic ecc les ia l communities, those whose 
consciousness has been ra ised . From the id e n tif ic a tio n  of the "People 
of God" with the popular church emerges the ecclesio log ical tensions 
between the Church and the basic communities. As Chilean theologian 
Pablo Richard acknowledges, there is a r isk  of sectarianism in  
id en tify in g  "the People of God" with the oppressed: "The popular 
church . . . being the church of and fo r the poor would have a 
character of a sect, contrary to  the universal character and mission 
of the church."^ Yet he u ltim a te ly  re jec ts  th is  r is k  as "abstract 
and ideological,"®  explaining th a t i t  involves an "ecclesio logical
^H. U. von Balthasar, "H is to ire  du salut et theologie de la 
lib e ra tio n ,"  NovRTh 99 (1977):529.
See Lumen Gentium, a r t .  13, 14.
3
See above, p. 182, n. 1.
^Richard, "The Latin  American Church," pp. 42-43.
5Ib id .
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contrad iction ." Like lib e ra tio n  theologians in general, Richard
o p tim is tic a lly  hopes th a t the basic ecclesial communities w ill
succeed in winning the masses1 to the cause of Christ the L iberator,
overcoming the present " p o lit ic a l contradiction," so that the Catholic
Church may become in  tru th  the "People o f God." The logic of th is
notion is that the universal destiny o f the basic communities
outweigh th e ir  present sectarian tendencies. Sobrino, more complex in
his theological defense of the c a th o lic ity  of the Church of the poor,
seems to ground the c a th o lic ity  of the partisanship with the oppressed
in  i ts  already-present capacity to create universal C hristian and
human s o lid a r ity . In the lig h t of these aspirations, the theologians
o f lib e ra tio n  tend to  minimize the consequences of the m arginali-
3
zation fo r the basic communities and th e ir  theology.
Liberation theologians, however, f a i l  to recognize th a t the 
sectarian risk  faced by the ecclesia pauperum is  not based on the
Richard appeals to  "the judgement of Christ against a ll  sin, 
oppression or a lie n a tio n ,"  and hopes th a t "the church which rises  
from the people c a lls  together the whole of humanity" ("The Latin  
American Church," pp. 42-43; c f .  G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 262-279). 
Less evasive than the good intentions of Richard and G utierrez, 
Segundo in  his emphasis on a m inority church composed of e l i t e -  
communlties of h is to rica l engagement (The Liberation of Theology, p. 
210; c f . Persha, Juan Lui s Segundo; ppl 99-214), more openly 
recognizes the sectarian character of the basic communities, even 
though, denouncing as "verbal terrorism " the language that enforces 
the pe jorative  meaning tra d it io n a lly  attached tc the term "sect" 
( ib id . ,  p. 185), he attempts to  give to "sectarianism" a new positive  
content.
^See Sobrino's discussion o f "The C a th o lic ity  of the Church 
of the Poor," in  The True Church, pp. 110-116.
^See MaCann, C hristian Realism, p. 214.
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" p o lit ic a l contrad iction ," as Richard argues, but on the special and 
e l i t i s t  ecclesio logical function th a t the theology of lib e ra tio n  
assigns to the poor and oppressed classes. In the popular Church, i t  
is  important to note, the poor are not regarded as the object e ith er  
o f evangelization or of the Church's p re fe ren tia l love, as stated by
PueblaJ but as the "subjects who evangelize and build  up the
2 ** church." In  fa c t, as "the priv ileged  recip ients  o f the Good News,"''
not only are considerable a ttr ib u te s  assigned to the poor but they
are above a l l  en lis ted  to  perform many wonderful ecclesia l fe a ts .
Sobrino contends th a t the poor constitu te  the true Church, the
structura l channel fo r the experience of God, which in  i ts  character
4
as channel is  normative.
To a ffirm  that the poor are "subjects who evangelize," or the 
"special bearers of the C hristian  message" in the context of a 
"conscientizing evangelization" can only mean th a t the poor are "a 
chosen people" w ith in  the Church as a whole. Since the poor are 
defined as the oppressed locked in  a class struggle with th e ir  
oppressors, to make of them a "chosen people" means ascribing to them 
a certa in  cognitive and moral p riv ile g e  simply on the basis of th e ir
^Puebla, "Final Document," no. 643; See above, p. 189. See 
McCann, C hristian Realism, p. 215.
O
Richard, "The Latin American Church," p. 42. G utierrez, 
"The Irru p tio n  o f the Poor," pp. 119-120. For Ronald Munoz, the poor, 
as the church, are Jesus' C hrist v is ib le  body ("Ecclesiology in Latin  
America," p. 153; Sobrino, The True Church, pp. 122-123).
3
Sobrino, The True Church, p. 121.
4Ib id . , pp. 121-124.
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class s ta tu s .1 This is  the "concrete meaning" proposed by lib e ra tio n  
theologians fo r "The People of God." I t  is  they who determine not 
only the agenda of the Church fo r  social ju s tice  and peace but also 
the very d e fin itio n  of the Church and i ts  membership.
In making e x p lic it  the concrete meaning o f "the People o f 
God," lib e ra tio n  theologians are following through on the logic of 
conscientization whose end-product is  an e l i t e  marked by a cognitive  
p riv ile g e  from the perspective of the poor. But is  th is  not precisely  
an.example o f sectarianism , when viewed frnm the perspective o f Roman 
Catholic ecclesiology? As McCann observes, in the h ie ra rc h ic a l-  
in s titu tio n a l Church, the bishops are the "subjects who evangelize" 
in  v irtu e  of th e ir  sacramental ord ination. No special p riv ile g e  in 
th is  matter is  granted to any social class. While Catholic ecclesio ­
logy does not rule out the participation of the Church in the struggles of 
oppressed peoples, i t  does not place the poor, defined as a social 
class, in a position to  determine e ith e r the Church's agenda or its  
membership. I f  the poor are "the subjects who evangelize," or a "new 
magisteriurn" in the ecc les io log ica l sense Droposed by the theologians
of lib e ra tio n , i t  becomes more d i f f ic u l t  to  save the basic
2
communities from being regarded as sectarian in  character.
V h is  is  precisely  what Assmann ca lls  "the epistemological 
p riv ile g e  of the poor" (Statement by Hugo Assmann, p. 300). Their 
epistemology, i . e . ,  th e ir  way o f knowing, as McAfee Brown in s is ts , is  
acurate to a degree th a t is  impossible fo r those who see the world 
only from the vantage point of p riv ile g e  they want to  re ta in  
(Theology in a New Key , p. 61).
2
See McCann, C hristian  Realism, pp. 215-216.
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The B ible and the Poor 
Since the church has a v ita l  ro le  to play in  God's design fo r  
he lib e ra tio n  of the poor, i t  needs to use b ib lic a l hermeneutics as 
one tool w ith in  i t s  revolutionary commitment to  the oppressed. As 
Segundo underlines, the C hristian community should unceasingly be 
about the work of c re a tiv e ly  trans la ting  and in te rp re tin g  the message 
in  d iffe re n t circumstances in terms of the problems th a t are posed 
today by human beings who are subjects o f h is to ry .1
Within th is  v is io n , as we have indicated e a r l ie r ,  lib e ra tio n  
theologians propose a rereading of the Bible from the perspective of 
the poor and th e ir  struggles fo r  lib e ra tio n . In th is  las t section we 
devote p a rtic u la r a tten tion  to the lib e ra tio n is t  use of Scripture in 
th e ir  theological formulations and how th e ir  p rio r commitment to  the 
Marxist class analysis of society, held as the indispensable 
pre-understanding o f S crip tu re , tends to  put the b ib lic a l notion of 
the poor w ith in  what appears to  be an hermeneutical s tra ig h tjac k e t. 
In th is  f in a l part o f our study, a fte r  some prelim inary considera­
tions  regarding the hermeneutical approach of lib e ra tio n  theology, we 
attempt to  assess i ts  in te rp re ta tio n  o f the poor in Scripture in 
re la tio n  to the b ib lic a l data. We s ta rt with an b r ie f  analysis of the 
Exodus. The focus, then, moves to  the poor-termi nology in  the Old 
Testament, and f in a l ly  the a tten tio n  is  turned to the poor in the
^uan L. Segundo, Our Idea of God (M aryknoll, N .Y.: Orbis Books, 
1974), p. 175. --------------------------
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Gospel or Luke, which provides the basis fo r much o f the claims of 
the Latin  American radical theology of the poor.
Liberation Theology's Rereading of the Bible
Assuming th a t theology is  not only the "second a c t,"  fo llow ­
ing the f i r s t  act of praxis,^ but that i t  is  also the "second word" 
follow ing the f i r s t  word of the social sciences, c lib e ra tio n  theolo­
gians, consistent w ith th e ir  praxiological methodology, assign from 
the outset a secondary place to the Bible in  th e ir  system. Since the 
h is to rica l s itu atio n  is  the normative element, Scripture becomes a 
supportive frame o f reference without determ inative or normative 
function Re-reading the b ib lic a l tex t in  the l ig h t  o f a previous 
ideological commitment to change social r e a l i ty ,  unavoidably
determines lib e ra tio n  theology's understanding of Scripture. I t  
affec ts  not only i ts  approach to the content of the b ib lic a l message 
( i . e . ,  preference is  given to  certa in  b ib lic a l themes with p a ra lle l 
omission to those themes which are not considered d ire c tly  relevant 
to current issues) but also i ts  hermeneutical procedure ( i . e . ,  the
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 11.
2
Assmann, Opression-liberacion, p. 173; c f .  Assmann,Teologia 
desde la  p raxis , pp. bl-bZ.
3
I t  should be noted tha t since the aim is  not the formula­
tio n  o f tb io logy per se, bdt the a rtic u la tio n  o f a lib e ra tin g  theo­
logy, which w ill  necessarily be p a r t ia l ,  l ib e ra tio n is t  hermeneutics, 
thus, is  marked by a strong tendency to  create a "canon w ithin a 
canon" (Knapp, "Prelim inary Dialogue," p. 22 ), and "a p o lit ic a l
tw is t"  in the reading of the Bible (Clark H. Pinnock, "Liberation
Theology: The Gain, the Gaps," ChrT 20 Cl975]:391).
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b ib lic a l te x t is understood from the vantage-point or p rax is ).
Thus doing, lib e ra tio n  theologians run the r is k , on the 
one hand, of creating a neo-Marcionite approach to Scripture by which 
only certa in  parts are selected as an acceptable, authentic witness 
to  God's reve lation  today. On the other hand, they risk  adopting a 
neo-Alexandrine hermeneutical practice which uses the te x t in  a 
b asica lly  uncontrolled paradigmatic, f ig u ra tiv e , and inspirational 
fashion. In both cases, the impression is  given th a t the Bible is 
being used to sustain positions developed outside i ts  o rb it.^
Liberation theology challenges as an illu s io n  the claim of 
o b je c tiv ity  made by tra d itio n a l hermeneutics which is  marked by the 
underlying idea that theologians come to Scripture with no 
presuppositions and .thus can d e live r an indisputable verd ic t on what 
the Bible means. On the contrary, wearing the lens of its  own 
c u ltu re , society, and p o lit ic a l background, tra d itio n a l reading of 
the Bible ris in g  from the a fflu e n t world is  c u ltu ra lly  determined and 
ends up being an ideology which sanctions p o lit ic a l ideas. However, 
while accusing tra d itio n a l b ib lic a l in te rp re ta tio n  as ideo log ica l, 
1 ib e ra tio n is t hermeneutics is  not without its  own ideological s lan t.
^Pinnock, "Liberation Theology," p. 390; see also Schubert 
Oqden, Faith and Freedom, pp. 33, 116. Warning against the dangers of 
lib e ra tio n  hermeneutics, Yves Congar remarks, "Esta bien querer 
entender lo que la  Escritura tien e  que decirnos. Es un abuso y una 
desorden in troyectar en el la  como su sentido nuestras preocupaciones 
. . .  El peligro  de la  hermenSuFica consiste en que, al querer 
reac tu a lizar el te x t para nosostros . . . lo redusca a nuestra 
actualidade, a nuestras categorias." Quoted in  Roger Wekemans, 
"Panoramica actual de la  teologfa de la  liberacion en America Latina. 
Evaluacion c r it ic a ,"  T ie rra  Nueva, April 1, 1976, p. 30.
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Under the influence of subtler forms of c a p tiv ity , i t  makes the equal 
mistake o f the scholars i t  wishes to  re fu te , appearing thus equally  
incapable of hearing the te x t 's  message.1
The Latin theologians are unquestionably r ig h t in  th e ir  
point th a t no one can be absolutely ob jective when in te rp retin g  the 
B ib le . At th is  point they have called  a ttention  to a crucial 
hermeneutical question. Problems a ris e , however, when they give the 
impression th a t o b je c tiv ity  is  not worth s triv in g  fo r . Because the 
attempt to be objective enhances the capacity o f being s e l f - c r i t ic a l ,  
i t  should not be e as ily  dismissed. While one may have no illu s io n s  
about the absolute o b je c tiv ity  that can be sustained in any 
d is c ip lin e , the in te g r ity  of a d is c ip lin e  depends in part upon a 
serious e f fo r t  to maintain some c r it ic a l  distance from any form of 
advocacy. In terpreters  of the B ib le , in p a rtic u la r , have a moral 
ob ligatio n  to be fa ith fu l to the in te n tio n a lity  of the te x t,  
in te rn a lly  defined. No matter how ju st or pressing the cause of the
One may accept the lib e ra tio n is t  m a te ria lis t reading of the 
Bible as a c r it ic a l  supplement to the tra d it io n a lly  accepted form of 
exegesis which has paid l i t t l e  a tten tio n  to the m aterial s itu a tio n , 
the s o c ia l, p o l i t ic a l ,  and economic s e ttin g , the S itz  im Leben, in 
which the b ib lic a l texts  came about. S t i l l  lib e ra tio n  theologians' 
rad ica l dismissal of a ll  previous exegesis as "bourgeois" and 
p a ra lle l claim that only the method o f h is to ric a l m aterialism  can 
le g itim a te ly  be applied to every passage in S crip ture, must be 
objected to as too re s tr ic t iv e .  See, fo r  example, Fernando Belo's 
M arxist analysis of the gospel of Mark, A M a te r ia lis t Reading of the 
Gospel of Mark (Maryknoll, N .Y .: Orbis Books, 1981), which in  ta c t,  
as Schillebeeckx notes, is  an anachronic Markan in te rp re ta tio n  of 
Marx (God is  New Each Moment [New York: Seabury Press, 1983], pp.
96-97)1 Another c lear example o f l ib e ra t io n is t 's  hermeneutical 
dogmatism can be seen in th e ir  approach to  the fa m ilia r  crux 
interpretum of Exod 3:14 'ehyeh 'asher 'ehyeh (see Kirk "The Bible in 
Latin  American L iberation ," p. 163).
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
321
poor, the meaning o f a te x t should not be tw isted or stretched by a 
less l ik e ly  in te rp re ta tio n  selected to support th a t cause.
Although we must admit th a t to a greater or lesser extent 
much of tra d itio n a l in te rp re ta tio n  of the Bible has been conditioned 
by the a fflu e n t Western world which has forged a "rich" understanding 
of God's word, the answer is  not to balance a possible one-sided 
societal in te rp re ta tio n  by stressing another equally one-sided 
societal in tep re ta tio n . The kind of repentance th a t the classic  
reading o f the Bible needs is  not to turn to a "poor" in te rp re ta tio n  
of Scripture, as lib e ra tio n  theologians suggest. True "theological 
repentance" must acknowledge th a t although b ib lic a l theology is  
s itu a tio n -re la te d , i t  should not be situation-bound. Theologians 
must attempt to make God's word relevant fo r th e ir  context, but, by 
the same token, they must also make a genuine e f fo r t  to overcome 
th e ir  "ideological c a p it iv ity ."  This holds true  no less fo r  
l ib e ra tio n  theologians than fo r "academic" theologians. Only then 
w ill  theology be able to distinguish the voice o f i ts  own culture  
from th a t of a sovereign God speaking in  an a u th o rita tiv e  B ib le.
The Poor as Hermeneutical Key
Since objective exegesis is  regarded as of l i t t l e  value fo r  
a fa ith  committed to the praxis of lib e ra tio n , Latin American 
theologians o f lib e ra tio n  assume that a creative  in te rp re ta tio n  of 
the Bible involves the adoption o f a c lear ideological instance, a 
p a r t ia l i ty  th a t is  consciously accepted, a o n c e -fo r-a ll "option fo r  
the poor" and oppressed. The poor, a sociological fa c t as defined by
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the d ia le c tic  o f h is to ry , become thus not only the center of
theological re fle c tio n , but as G utierrez says, the hermeneutical key
"to an understanding . . .  of the meaning of the reve lation  of a
lib e ra tin g  God."1 Their liv e s , experiences, and struggles become the
sole hermeneutical c r ite r io n  to in te rp re t the b ib lic a l te x t .
Markedly under the influence of the Marxist perspective on
the social context o f knowledge which envisions the experience of the 
oppressed as a p riv ileg ed  medium of tru th , lib e ra tio n  theologians
assert the hermeneutical p riv ile g e  of the poor. The underlying idea
is  th a t the struggling poor are b e tte r prepared to perceive re a li ty
and the world today.^ Furthermore, since they are closer to the
s itu a tio n  of the b ib lic a l w riters  who wrote th e ir  message "out of the
experience o f oppressed people fo r the lib e ra tio n  of oppressed
people,"4 the poor's understanding of the Bible is  regarded as more
accurate. According to Pablo Richard:
The poor are the only leg itim ate  in te rp re ters  of the b ib l i ­
cal te x t, since tTTeE~text belongs to  the h is to ric a l memory of 
the poor. The poor are the human authors of the B ib le . The 
e n tire  B ible has been produced by the poor or from the
1 The Power of the Poor, p. 200; c f .  P. Savage, "The 'Doing
o f Theology' in a Latin American Context," TD_ 32 (1985):5 .
2The notion of the hermeneutical p riv ile g e  of the oppressed, 
as Lee Cormie notes, is  a t the heart of the Marxist perspective and 
is  evident in the practice  of most Marxist movements ("The
Hermeneutical P riv ileg e  of the Oppressed,” pp. 168-181).
JAssmann, "Statement," p. 300; c f .  above, p. 177.
4McAfee Brown, "The Rootedness of a ll  Theology," p. 171; also 
Brown Gustavo G utierrez, pp. 57-58; G utierrez, "Anunciar el evangelio 
a los pobres desde los pobres," Proces^, 118 (1979):9; Justo and
Catherine Gonzalez, L ib e ra ting Preaching, p. 16.
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perspective of the poor, which allows them and only them to 
provide the key to  i ts  in te rp re ta tio n .
Although lib e ra tio n  theology's compelling in v ita tio n  to  a 
new reading of Scripture "from the underside of history" poses a 
positive  c a ll fo r transcendence over tra d itio n a l class and cu ltu ra l 
hermeneutical imprisonment, such an in v ita tio n  is  also marked by a 
la ten t romanticizing which lib e ra tio n  theologians seem to have about 
the "underside of h is to ry ."  Even conceding th a t there is  a 
fundamental tru th  in  the notion that the Bible was w ritten  from the 
perspective of the poor, to reduce the b ib lic a l w riters  to the 
category of "oppressed w ritin g  to the lib e ra tio n  of the oppressed," 
or to understand the context of the revelatory events near- 
exclusively in s o c io -p o litic a l terms, seems to be a complete
^Quoted by Richard Shaull, Heralds of a New Reformation, 
(Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis Books, 1984), n, 13. Emphasis added.
2
While tra d itio n a l exegesis has generally been marked by a 
complete abstraction from the social background of the b ib lic a l 
passages (see ,fo r example L. E. Kick's c r it ic is m  of Bultmann, "On the 
Ethos o f Early C hris tians ," JAAR 42 C19743:439; c f . J. Z. Smith, “The 
Sociological Description of Early C h ris tia n ity ,"  RStR 1 [1975 ]:19 ), 
contemporary e ffo r ts —mainly stemming from the h is to r ic a l-c r it ic a l  
method— to re la te  the socioeconomic and p o lit ic a l context and 
theological content in  b ib lic a l studies, tends to minimize the 
witness of the b ib lic a l te x t to  the transcendent dimension in 
h is to ric a l r e a l i ty  (c f .  Norman K. Gottwald and Frank S. F rick , "The 
Social World of Ancient Is ra e l,"  in  The Bible and L iberation , pp. 
110-119; N. K. Gottwald, "B ib lica l Theology or B ib lica l Sociology?" 
pp. 42-57; J. Dus, "Moses or Joshua," pp. 26-41; G. Theisen, 
Sociology o f Early P alestin ian C h ris tia n ity  [Philadelphia: Fortress  
Press, 1978J. see also cormie "(he Hermeneutical P riv ilege  of the 
Oppressed." pp. 168-181). One can, however, apply a ll  the exegetical 
instruments availab le  from h is to r ic a l, l in g u is t ic , and so cio p o litica l 
research and never reach the complete meaning of the te x t unless one 
recognizes a transcendent or divine dimension in  b ib lic a l h is to ry , 
and y ie ld s  to the basic experience out o f which the b ib lic a l w riters  
speak, namely fa ith .
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cap itu la tio n  to  Marxist in te rp re ta tio n  of a ll  "w ritten  history" as
“the history o f class struggles."^ I t  also seems to read into  the
te x t too much of modern concerns and conditionings. This notion tends
to l im it  the u ltim ate  o rig in  and purpose of the b ib lic a l message,
which " is  c e rta in ly  fo r  the lib e ra tio n  of the oppressed, but also fo r
the lib e ra tio n  of the oppressors, in fa c t fo r everyone, regardless of
2
th e ir  status or condition."
At th is  point one is  tempted to ask whether i t  is  not 
id e a lis t ic  to take one social grouping and claim that the experience 
of th is  group should provide the exclusive hermeneutical key to a l l .  
Can i t  legim ately be said th a t the only va lid  in te rp re ta tio n  of the 
b ib lic a l message is  the prerogative of one social class? Furthermore, 
one wonders on what basis the m otif of lib e ra tio n  is  elevated to the 
absolute status of the central b ib lic a l category and transformed into  
the hermeneutical c r ite r io n  to understand the whole Scripture, 
overshadowing other b ib lic a l themes and the longitudinal perspective 
of b ib lic a l testim onies. Liberation theologians give the d e fin ite  
impression that th e ir  choice o f the poor and of th e ir  struggles fo r
^Marx and Engels, The Communist Manifesto, p. 2. This notion 
seems to be accepted by lib e ra tio n  theologians as a sine qua non of 
correct ideological stance in respect to both the understanaing of 
modern society and the in te rp retin g  of God's word (K irk , "The Bible 
in Latin American L iberation Theology," p 164).
^George Landes, "Creation and Liberation," UnionSQR 33 (1978): 
83. In th is  connection, one must keep in  mind that much of the Old 
Testament was produced in  the context o f the royal court and the 
re lig io u s  establishment, whom we would hardly id e n tify  with the 
"oppressed." The same can be said of the wisdom lite ra tu re  where we 
encounter a broader base of experience than that coming solely from 
conditions of oppression (Landes, ib id ) .
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l ib e ra tio n  as a hermeneutical key is made a r b it r a r i ly ,  b u ilt  upon an 
ideological basis.
Although one may agree with G utierrez th a t reading the Bible 
from the perspective of the poor w ill  open one's eyes to nuances of 
the b ib lic a l te x t that had long been missed,^ the opposite is  also 
tru e . Such an approach may lead one to read th is  perspective and its  
in te res ts  into  Scripture (e isegesis) when i t  is  not there, while  
missing other themes and perspectives, or misconceive the actual 
nature of the B ib le 's  own understanding of the poor and th e ir  
lib e ra tio n , which may d i f fe r  from tne one which is  brought co the 
te x t by a p o lit ic a l pre-commitment.
Since no single theme, scheme, or m otif seems s u ffic ie n tly
3
comprehensive to embrace a ll  the v a rie ties  of b ib lic a l viewpoints, 
commitment to the lib e ra tio n  of the poor can hardly be transformed 
in to  the exclusive theme or the organizing p rin c ip le  intended to 
understand the whole of the b ib lic a l message. One uni lin ea l concept 
should not be taken as the ultim ate paradigm to which a ll  b ib lic a l 
testim onies, thoughts, and concepts are made to re fe r or are forced to
G u tie rre z , A Theology, p. 49.
^As J. Goldingay remarks theologians of lib e ra tio n  “are as 
much in danger as anyone e lse o f seeing th e ir  own face at the bottom 
o f the hermeneutical w e ll."  "The Hermeneutics of Liberation  
Theology," HorizonsBibTh 4 (1982):140.
Gerhard Hasel pointedly warns against the temptation of 
find ing  the un ity  o f Scripture in  one s tructuring  theme, an approach 
which tends to  reduce b ib lic a l theology to a cross-sectional or other 
development o f a single concept, losing sight of the essential nature 
o f the b ib lic a l content. Old Testament Theology: Basic Issues in  the 
Current Debate (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1979), pp. 140-143.
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f i t .  L iberation theologians overstate th e ir  case transforming the 
poor in to  the hermeneutical master key to  unfold S crip tu re . Although 
concern fo r  the poor is  unquestionably a central m otif w ith in  the 
b ib lic a l horizon, i t  hardly means th a t today's concern fo r  the 
lib e ra tio n  of the oppressed is  the overarching theme th a t covers the 
whole b ib lic a l message.^
Is God on the Side of the Poor?
According to G utierrez, there are two central in tu itio n s  to 
lib e ra tio n  theology: one methodological and the other i ts  frame of 
reference. While the former maintains th a t active  commitment to l ib e r ­
ation comes f i r s t  and theology develops from i t ,  the la t te r  stresses 
th a t God, as a lib e ra tin g  God, unconditionally takes the side of the 
poor. Ronald Sider sums up th is  basic notion, underlining that at 
the central theological foundation of lib e ra tio n  theology's attempt
to  rethink theology from the standpoint of the poor " is  the thesis
3
th a t God is  on the side o f the poor and oppressed."
According to M. Manzanera, "The B ible can be explained and 
understood only with th is  hermeneutics of lib e ra tio n " ; every other 
in te rp re ta tio n  " is  in  i ts  very roots a secret siding w ith the status 
quo ("Die Theologie der Befreiung in Lateinam erika," Theologische 
Ucademie 12 [1975J:58, 61; c f .  Balthasar, "Liberation Theology," p. 
132) .  I t  everything in  the B ible were to  be traced back to l ib e r ­
a tio n , reve la tio n  would su ffer a d rastic  contraction . Furthermore, i f  
lib e ra tio n  is  the essence of the gospel, one wonders what theology 
w ill  have to  say when or where there are no poor to  lib e ra te . God's 
word, however, embraces the complex range o f human re a li ty  which 
c e rta in ly  cannot be covered by the rubric  of lib e ra tio n  alone.
2
G u tierrez , "Two Theological Perspectives," p. 247.
3
Ronald S ider, "An Evangelical Theology o f L ib era tio n ,"  in 
Perspectives on Evangelical Theology, p. 117.
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How b ib lic a l is  the view that God is  biased in  favor of the 
poor and oppressed? The idea th a t God shows special concern fo r the 
defenseless in society is  unquestionably rooted in  solid  b ib lic a l 
ground. Yahweh's care and love fo r the poor^ and his reve latio n  as a 
God who is  the compassionate and vindicator of the oppressed, are 
recurring themes in  the Old Testament. The psalmists, the wisdom 
l i te ra tu re  and the prophets^ make unmistakably c lea r Yahweh's concern
Although the protection of widows, orphans, and the poor 
was common policy in  the ancient Near East (see F. Charles Fensham, 
“Widow, Orphan and the Poor in  Ancient Near Eastern Legal and Wisdom 
L ite ra tu re ,"  JNearEastS 21 C1962]:129-139), the concept of divine  
care fo r  the poor is  found nowhere else to the same degree in the 
re lig io u s  l i te ra tu re  o f the ancient world as i t  is  in  the Old 
Testament (W alter P ilg rim , Good News to the Poor pp. 20-21 ). While 
in  p o ly th e is tic  re lig io n s  of the ancient Near East the protection of 
the poor is  ascribed to a special god in the pantheon (Fensham, pp. 
129-134), in  the Old Testament Yahweh is  described as the protector 
par excellence o f the weak. His concern fo r the poor is  not grounded 
in  an ideal to promote social harmony, but rooted in the nature o f 
Yahweh himself (see E. Berkovits, "The B ib lica l Meaning of Justice ,"  
Judaism 18 [1968]:188-209; H. Snaith, The D is tin c tive  Ideas of the 
uid Testament [London: Epworth Press, I9b /J , pp. 68 -/81 .
2 Yahweh's care fo r  the poor is  expressed in  the so-called 
Covenant Code (Exod 20:22 -23 :33 ), which deals with the defense of the 
slave (Exod 21:1-11, 21, 2 6 -27 ), the widow and orphan 122:20-23)- The 
Deuteronomic Law Code fu rth e r develops the prescriptions of the 
Covenant Code in  favor o f the poor, p a rtic u la r ly  c lea r in the law on 
the t i th e  (Deut 14:29; 26:12-13); the sabbatical year (15:12-18); 
feasts (16:11, 14); and the protection of the weak people (24:10-21, 
27:19). See A. Causse, Du groupe ethnique a la  communaute re lig ieu se  
(Paris: Alcan, 1937), pp. f b u - l / / .  The same concern to r  the poor is  
repeated and expanded in  the Holiness Code (Lev 17-26). See John R. 
Donahue,"Biblical Perspectives on Justice," in  John C. Haughey, ed. 
The Faith  That Does Justice (New York: Paulist Press, 1977), pp. 
b 8-/8 ; P iig rim , ppl 19-24; Augustin George, "Poverty in  the Old 
Testament,1 in  Gospel Poverty, pp. 3-24; Norman W. Porteous "The Care 
of the Poor in the Uld testament," in  Living the Mystery: Collected  
Essays (Oxford: Basil B lackw ell, 1967), pp. ia2 -i9b .
3The poor occupy a special place in the P sa lte r. In a varie ty  
of ways, Yahweh is  portrayed as the One who extends his hand of
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fo r  the poor. In the same tra d it io n , the New Testament w riters
are e x p lic it  in  th e ir  witness to  God's compassion fo r  the underdog,
as supremely revealed in the l i f e  and m inistry of Jesus.1 Futhermore,
the paradox of strength made manifest in  weakness is  one of the
cornerstones of the C hristian  f a i t h ,  a fa ith  born of a m inority of
nomadic Semites and nurtured by generations of the oppressed. The
Judeo-Christian tra d it io n  is , to a great extent, rooted in  the
conviction th a t God upholds the d ig n ity  o f the downtrodden and exalts  
2
the lowly.
In a special sense, therefo re , lib e ra tio n  theology's emphasis 
th a t God is  on the side of the poor grows out of an element of the
protection to the poor and lowly (George, "Poverty in the Old 
Testament," p. 14; Leopold Sabourin, The Psalms, 2 vols. [New York: 
Alba House, 1969], 1:98-10; c f .  A lbert tie I in , The Poor of Yahweh, 
pp. 35-42; P ilgrim , Good News to  the Poor, pp. 28 -31). on the poor in  
the wisdom l ite ra tu re , see George, p. ITT P ilgrim , 31-32. Regarding 
the prophets, most e x p lic it ly  Amos, Isaiah, and Jeremiah, proclaim to  
Israe l th a t f id e l i t y  to the covenant Lord must be manifested in  
concern fo r  the poor (Amos 2:7; 5:11, 21, 24). Through these prophets 
God announced devastation and destruction fo r both rich  individuals  
and rich  nations who oppressed the poor (Jer 5:26-31; 22:13-19; Amos 
6 :4 -7 ; Isa 1 :21-26). For Jeremiah and Isaiah fa ith  in  Yahweh involves 
doing ju s tic e  to the poor. In fa c t ,  in  these prophets, the core of 
Is ra e l's  faith--know ing God and praising him in the c u lt— are 
in tim ate ly  linked w ith doing ju s tic e  to the poor (Jer 22:3-4 , c f. 
22:13, 15-16; Isa 58 :2 -8 . See Donahue, pp. 74-77; P ilg rim , pp. 
25-31). See Abraham J. Heschel (The Prophets [New York: Harper and 
Row, 1962], pp. 5, 205). Furthermore, in some of the prophetic books 
of the Old Testament, the help given to the poor receives the 
technical name tsedaqah, " ju s tic e ,"  the accomplishing of the w il l  of 
God (George, p. 13; snaith , pp. 68-78; Michael Candelaria, "Justice: 
Extrapolations from the Concept Mishpat in the Book of Micah," 
Apuntes 4 [1983J:75-81).
^ e e  above, pp. 305 ; fo r  bibliography on th is  rich  subject, 
see above, pp. 122-123.
^Portaro, "Is  God Prejudiced?" p. 40.
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Bible which is  not only c le a rly  present but almost omnipresent 
th ere . D if f ic u lt ie s ,  however, emerge with the ambiguities inherent in 
the lib e ra tio n is t  formulation of the theological thesis and from the 
im plications th a t lib e ra tio n  theologians draw from i t .^  F irs t of a l l ,  
the idea of such a divine bias--so in s is te n tly  defended by lib era tio n  
theology--can i t s e l f  become a tool of oppression. Over-emphasizing 
God's favor toward the poor may eas ily  end in the canonization of 
poverty, thus neu tra liz ing  lib e ra tio n  theology's re jec tio n  of i t .
Since God's bias toward the poor is framed w ith in  the Marxist 
ideological d e fin itio n  of the oppressed and its  view of society, the 
l ib e ra t io n is t  notion o f God's option fo r  the poor is  in terpreted as 
option fo r one social group over against the other. The radicalism  of
th is  partisanship is  not only expressed through class struggle, with
2
God siding with "the oppressed against the oppressor," but i t  also 
ac tu a lly  amounts to a theological and e th ica l dualism. "The God of 
the lords and masters," Gutierrez says, "is not the same God in whom 
the poor and exploited believe."^  How then shall we maintain the
Donald Sider accepts the thesis th a t God is  on the side of 
the poor, but he sets a l i s t  of q u a lifica tio n s  lim itin g  the meaning 
of the phrase and explaining what he does not mean by the affirm ation  
(see "An Evangelical Theology of L iberation ," in  Perspectives on 
Evangelical Theology, pp. 117-133; reprinted in Chrtent 97 LI980J: 
314-318; cTI S ider, "Is God Really on the Sf3e oF" the Poor?" 
Sojourners 16, October 1977, pp .11-14). S ider's  attempt to save the 
thesis from nonsense and heresy" is ,  however, strongly c r it ic iz e d  by 
Ronald H. Nash, a declared opponent o f lib e ra tio n  theology. Social 
Justice and the C hristian Church (M ilfo rd , MI: Mott Media, 1983), p. 
1ST.-------------------------------------------
n
Miguez Bonino, " In s is tin g  on E ssentia ls ," p. 4.
G u tiirre z , "South American L iberation Theology, p. 119.
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u n iversa lity  of God? Does not Scripture a ffirm  th a t "rich  and poor 
have a common bond: the Lord is  the Maker of them a ll? "  (Prov 22:2). 
In the Old Testament God's righteousness is  not exclusively  concerned 
with the underdog, the poor, and oppressed. In the b ib lic a l sense 
"righteousness," as Adrio Konig remarks, "is concerned with a ll  men, 
ru le r  and subject, employer and employee."^ To describe God's 
p re fe ren tia l option fo r the poor in terms of the Marxist vision of 
the oppressor and oppressed locked in class c o n flic t could eas ily  be 
understood as an expression of ideological sectarianism . As a 
p o te n tia lly  inflammatory idea, i t  also can give to the poor the notion 
th a t th e ir  cause is  a "divine mission" and e a s ily  become a powerful 
incentive fo r a crusading s p ir i t  with i ts  driving notion th a t the end 
ju s t if ie s  the means.
Furthermore, l ib e ra t io n is t  id e n tif ic a tio n  o f "God being on 
the side of the poor" seems autom atically to make the "poor on the 
side of God." One wonders whether in th e ir  attempt to  serve the poor 
p o l i t ic a l ly ,  lib e ra tio n  theologians are not promoting an 
exte rn a liza tio n  which leaves the heart of the gospel unsaid to  the 
poor. Must the oppressed be to ld  th a t because they are m ateria lly  
poor they are in a special way the apple of God's eye, and 
th a t— rig h t or wrong— God is  unconditionally on th e ir  side, without 
also being to ld  th a t poverty in  the Old as well as in  the New 
Testament has dimensions th a t transcend a pure social status?
^Adrio Konig, Here Am I (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 1982), p. 50.
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The Exodus and the Liberation of the Poor 
Fundamentally connected with the affirm ation  of God's p a r t i ­
sanship with the poor is  lib e ra tio n  theology's use o f the Exodus 
narrative  as the b ib lic a l va lid a tio n  fo r the theological proposition  
of Yaweh's bias toward the oppressed. In contrast with the 
tra d it io n a l theological s p ir itu a liz a t io n  of the Exodus, theologians 
of lib e ra tio n  are very perceptive in emphasizing the need fo r  social 
ju s tic e  and concern fo r  the poor in  th e ir  reading of the n arrative  
which underlies the idea of God acting in  deep s o lid a r ity  with the 
oppressed against the oppressor (c f. Ex 3:20; 6 :6 ). The very nature 
of Is ra e l's  lib e ra tio n , they in s is t ,  should continue to be the focus 
of a correct b ib lic a l understanding of lib e ra tio n .
8y in terpretin g  the h is to r ic a l Exodus in the lig h t of current 
Latin American r e a l i ty ,  the dominant sociological concern leads 
lib e ra tio n  theologians to  a narrow understanding of the b ib lic a l  
n arra tive  and to  what appears as merely a h a lf-recogn ition  of the 
im plications of the Exodus story . While unquestionably correct in 
th e ir  emphasis on God's s e n s itiv ity  to in ju s tic e , lib e ra tio n  
theologians overlook the fundamental motive fo r God's special action  
in the Exodus, i . e . ,  the pecu liar character of the re la tio n  th a t
united Him to  Is ra e l. Once God's in tervention in the Exodus is
severed from i ts  covenantal context,^ the way is  open fo r  a
^To avoid the hermeneutical d i f f ic u lt ie s  which would cut the
ground away from the application  o f the Exodus idea to the Latin
American s itu a tio n , lib e ra tio n  theologians attempt to establish in  
the n a rra tiv e  Yahweh's non-covenantal concern fo r the poor. In th is  
case His in tervention in  favor or Israe l was "simply obligatory
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misleading extrapolation of the event which becomes a paradigm fo r  
mere p o lit ic a l lib e ra tio n .
While attempting to ground Yahweh's in tervention  exclusively  
in his concern fo r  ju s tice  fo r  the poor and oppressed, regarded as 
the basic datum of the Old Testament, lib e ra tio n  theologians do not 
suggest any explanation fo r the fac t th a t, although there were other 
oppressed peoples in  the ancient world, even what appears as other 
oppressed foreigners in  Egypt,^ there is  no evidence that Yahweh 
"heard th e ir  cry" and delivered them a l l .  Moreover, in  the conquest 
of Canaan, we fin d  an inverted s itu a tio n  in  which the Cannanites are 
the "oppressed" and Israe l the "oppressors." Yet, Yahweh sides 
precisely with the Is ra e lite s  (c f . Jos 2 -2 0 ). Although i t  would be
intervention  on behalf of the oppressed against th e ir  oppressors 
. . . I t  is  the outcry of the oppressed . . . th a t makes th is  God 
intervene to revo lu tion ize  h istory" (Miranda, Marx and the B ib le , p. 
32; also Being and the Messiah, p. 30). For Miranda, any exegesis 
which t r ie s  to  make God's lib e ra tiv e  action "dependent on a promise 
or pact as i f  God would not have intervened against in ju s tice  i f  he 
had not o f f ic ia l ly  promised to do so beforehand, contradicts . . . 
the deepest and most radical conviction of the Old Testament authors" 
(Marx and the B ib le , p. 98; Croatto, Exodus, p. 20). See Armerding, 
"Exodus: The Old Testament Foundation of L ib eratio n ,"  in Evangelicals 
& L iberation , p. 55, fo r a consistent c r it iq u e  of Miranda's approach 
to  the Exodus narrative  based on the Documentary theory.
^Exod 11:5 declares th a t during the las t plague, Yahweh's 
punishment would v is i t  even "the f irs t-b o rn  of the s la v e -g ir l who is  
behind the m ills tones." To s it  "behind the two mi 11 stones," as the 
Hebrew l i t e r a l l y  reads, is  to  do the work o f the lowest woman slave 
in  the household. According to Umberto Cassuto, the expression means 
"the poorest of the poor" (A Commentary on the Book of Exodus 
[Jerusalem: Magnes Press, The Hebrew U n ivers ity , 1967], p. >33). Tfie 
cry of the "poorest of the poor" was apparently not heard by Yahweh. 
Rather, they partic ipated  in  the judgments of the oppressor. This 
does not mean th a t Yahweh was not sensitive  to  th e ir  s itu a tio n , only 
th a t the Exodus must be b asica lly  understood in  reference to the 
covenant with the fa thers .
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impossible to deny God's universal concern fo r the poor, th is  
u n iv e rs a lity , however, should not be allowed to  obscure God's freedom 
to  work through p a rtic u la r and specific  events. The book of Exodus 
makes i t  c lear th a t the deliverance of Israel from Egypt was God's 
exceptional in terven tion , wrought in pursuance of the promises given 
by covenant to the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Exod 2 :1 4 )J  
Contrary to  lib e ra tio n  theology's exam plaristic use of the 
Exodus, which tends to transform the event in to  an isolated occur­
rence to  provide symbolic force to  the Latin American church of the 
poor and its  struggle against oppression, the deliverance o f Israel 
from Egypt, as portrayed by the b ib lic a l n a rra tiv e , can only be 
understood in the context o f the h is to rica l re la tionsh ip  between
Yahweh and Is ra e l, whose beginning traces back to the book of 
2
Genesis. Thus, in opposition to the idea that the object of Yahweh's
The phrase "to establish a covenant" in Exod 6 :4 -5 , as U. 
Cassuto observes, means to f u l f i l l  an already promised covenant (The 
Documentary Hypothesis [Jerusalem: Magnes Press, The Hebrew
U nivers ity , 1961J, pp. 47 -50 ). Here Yahweh is  ta lk in g  about f u l f i l ­
lin g  his already ex is tin g  covenant with the patriarchs. Jonathan 
Magonet's structural analysis o f Exod 6 :2 -8  makes clear that the 
covenant is  the dominating element in  freeing Is rae l from slavery. 
"The Rhetoric of God: Exodus 6:2-8" JStOT 27 (1983):56-67. Liberation  
theologians, l ik e  other b ib lic a l scholars, claim th a t the covenantal 
dimension of the Exodus n arra tive  is  simply a re tro jec tio n  of 
Is ra e l's  la te r  b e lie f .  John B right, however, has spoken fo r the 
m ajority  of Old Testament scholars when he strongly objects to th is  
understanding as doing violence to the c lear textua l evidences. See A 
History of Israe l (Ph1ladephia: Westminster Press, 1959), p. 91.
2
In i ts  opening verses, the book of Exodus (1:7) portrays a 
d elib era te  connection w ith the closing chapters of Genesis, and 
"functions as a tra n s it io n a l verse" (Brevard S. Childs The Book of 
Exodus [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1974], pp. 2 -3 ); For an 
extended analysis, see Dupertuis, pp. 205-242.
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in tervention at the was Exodus only an anonymous semi-nomadic group 
of slaves without a consciouness of peoplehood before the lib e ra tiv e  
event, several facts  seem to  ind icate  that a people-group existed  
before oppression beganJ (1) The re la tionsh ip  of the people with 
the patriarchs is  both ancient and strong (Exod 3 :1 -2 ); (2) Moses'
leadership hardly would have been accepted, except on the grounds
3
th a t he represented the God whom the people knew from the past; and 
(3) the oppression was precisely the re su lt of th e ir  being a people 
p rio r to Moses. Thus, as Yoder pointedly remarks, "Peoplehood is the
4
presupposition, not. t.he product o f the Exodus." Israel found favor 
with Yahweh not merely because i t  cried out in i ts  a f f l ic t io n ,  but 
p rim arily , because i t  was "His" people, "His firs t-b o rn "
^See John H. Yoder, "Exodus and E xile : The Two Faces of 
L iberation ," CrossCur 23 (1973):297-303.
See Childs, The Book of Exodus, pp. 55, 56.
I t  should be noted th at whereas Is ra e l, in  the f i r s t  part of 
Exod 3:7-10 is  re ferred  to as "my people" (vs. 7 ), i t  is  called  "the 
children of Is rae l"  in the second part of the pericope (vs. 9 ). In 
the closing sentence (vs. 10), which draws the conclusion that Moses 
is  to be sent to  rescue the Is ra e lite s , these two descriptions are 
brought together in a dramatic climax: "Bring fo rth  my people the 
children of Israel out of Egypt." Furthermore, Exod 6:6 uses the verb 
ga'al to describe the redemption of Israe l from Egypt. G a 'a l, i t  must 
be kept in  mind, is  a technical term fo r  the redeeming of fam ily  land 
th a t has been sold (c f . Lev 25:25) and fo r securing the release of 
someone who has had to  se ll himself as a slave fo r  fin an c ia l reasons 
(Lev 2 5 :4 8 ff) .  The redeemer has th a t p a rticu la r resp o n s ib ility  
because of his position w ith in  the fam ily  (Ruth 4 ). Thus Yahweh, as 
the redeemer of Is ra e l, is  acting , so to speak, as a member of the 
fam ily , presumably because of the bond and, indeed the re la tionsh ip  
he has to  them through the covenant (c f .  Exod 4 :2 2 ). See Magonet, p. 
65; Helmer Ringgreen, "Ga'al" TDOT 2:350-355.
^Yoder, "Exodus and E x ile ,"  p. 303.
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(Exod 4 :2 2 -2 3 ).  ^ The pervasive idea of the whole narrative  is that
"the Is ra e lite s  are thought less as slaves to  be rescued by a
re la tio n  than as property withheld from its  o rig in a l owner and to be 
2
regained by him." God's lib e ra tiv e  in tervention  at the Exodus was 
more an act of redemption than a purely a p o lit ic a l act to secure the 
freedom o f the poor and oppressed.
Closely connected with th is  vision o f the Exodus is  the ro le  
assigned to  the oppressed in the process of lib e ra tio n . Moses is  
often portrayed as a revolutionary leader who conducted the slaves in
3
successful re v o lt against th e ir  oppressors. One wonders, nowever, to 
what extent the Marxist notion of the p ro le ta r ia t informs lib e ra tio n ­
is t  rereading of the Exodus event. Here, one of the s tr ik in g  features  
of the b ib lic a l te x t is  the recurring theocentric emphasis of the 
story . The whole focus of the narrative  assigns the act of redemption 
solely  to  Yahweh, who through an unsurpassed display of power
This is  the only time in  the Old Testament in which Israe l 
is  re ferred  to  as the " f irs t-b o rn ."  See P h il l ip  Y a tt, Commentary on 
Exodus, New Century Bible (London: Marshal, Morgan and Scott, 1971) ,  
p. 86. While in  the Ancient Near East monarchs used to claim that 
they were sons o f god, in Exod 4:22-23, i t  is  God who uses the expres­
sion as an in teg ra l part o f his c a ll to  d e liv e r Israe l from Egypt. 
Furthermore, the tex t has an unavoidable meaning: Israe l is  not
ca lled  to be Yahweh's son, i t  already enjoyed th is  status in  Egypt. 
D. McCarthy, " Is rae l My F irst-B orn  Son," The Way 5 (1966):183-191.
David Daube, The Exodus Pattern in the B ible (London: Faber 
and Faber, 1963), p. 4T .
3
Liberation theologians argue th a t the Jews, once lib era ted  
through a long process o f re in terpretations reversed the importance 
o f the human ro le , to  the extent th a t Yahweh, rather than Moses and 
the people, occupies the center stage. G utierrez, A Theology, p. 156; 
Miranda, Marx and the B ib le , pp. 97-98; CroaTTEo! Liberacion y 
lib e rta d , pp. 4Z,  43, 5Z-54.  As Bright notes, however, Iffie b ib lic a l
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libera ted  Israe l in His own way and tim e J  In fa c t ,  human collabora­
tion  could hardly be fu rth e r minimized. The b ib lic a l narrative
introduces Moses as a leader only when his revolutionary plans have 
2
fa i le d , and then, fa r  from being pictured as a freedom fig h te r  or a 
fearless d e liv e re r , he is  more an aging shephard who wants to  be le f t  
in peace, not only absolutely determined not to  be a hero, but also 
skeptical about the whole a f fa i r  of lib e ra tio n . Is ra e l,  on the other
record of the Exodus "is not the sort o f tra d it io n  any people would 
invent. Here 1s no heroic epic of m igration, but the reco llec tio n  of 
shameful servitude from which only the power of God brought
deliverance" (A History of Is r a e l, p. 119).
^ h e  Exodus event, from its  in i t ia t io n  to i ts  culm ination, is  
pictured as an act o f Yahweh, and Yahweh alone (see Childs, p. 119). 
The b ib lic a l narrative  consistently  uses the terminology of the 
m iraculous:'"m iracle" (Exod 3 :2 0 ), "sign" (4 :8 , 17); "wonder" (4 :21 ); 
"judgment" (6 :6 ) . Furthermore the d iv ine power at work is  expressed 
in theocentric emphasis: "by a strong hand" (3 :1 9 ); "my hand" (3:20;
c f . 9 :3; 13:3; 6:6; 8 :1 9 ).
2
Out of his concern fo r ju s tic e  fo r the oppressed, Moses took 
the route o f v io len t in tervention  (Exod 2 :12 ). But his self-appointed  
mission and g u e rr il la  ta c tic s  were fru it le s s  (K e il, Commentary on the 
Old Testament, 1 :431). Moses' fa ilu re  serves onTy to bring to 
prominence the in d isp en sab ility  o f God's intervention  i f  the slaves 
were to  be freed .
3
See J. Moltmann, The Power of the Powerless (San Francisco: 
Harper & Row, 1983), p. T4T In fa c t ,  Moses' f i r s t  reaction to the 
divine c a ll is  marked by an an ti-hero  a ttitu d e . He attempts to get 
r id  o f the d iv ine mission with a series of objections (Exod 3:11; 
4:4; 4:10; Moltmann, The Power of the Powerless, p. 15). The very 
rura l setting  of Moses' encounter with Yahweh seems to  suggest the 
im plication of his objections: "What business has a shepherd with
such a mission?" Yahweh sweeps aside a ll  excuses and through a 
m ajestic act of s e lf - id e n t if ic a t io n :  'Ehyeh asher 'ehyeh (Exod 3 :14), 
and through signs of miraculous power (Exod 4 :2 -1 7 ), gives Moses the 
assurance th a t the grounds fo r his being sent do not res t in human 
a b i l i ty ,  but in Yahweh him self (see David Noel Freedman, "The Name of 
the God of Moses," JBL 79: [ I9 6 0 ]: 151-156; Childs, The Book of 
Exodus, pp 60-77; B right, A H istory of Is ra e l, pp. 151-152TI
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
hand fa r  from being described as a partner in the plan of Yahweh, 
is  judged fo r consistent resistance and allegiance to the idols of 
Egypt.^ The Exodus, fa r  from being conceived as a coup d 'e ta t , a 
takeover or the overthrowing of the oppressors, is  a withdrawal. Led 
by Yahweh, Israel fle d  from Egypt; i t  did not overcome i t s  oppressors 
and establish a new social order th ere .
Placing overemphasis on the Exodus as a " p o lit ic a l ac t” of
deliverance, which does away with the idea of p rio r re la tionsh ip
between the oppressed and Yahweh, lib e ra tio n  theologians attempt to
understand the event as a paradigmatic leg itim ation  fo r the praxis of
the basic communities regarded as part of the ongoing h is to rica l
2
presence of God in  the midst of his people. In th is  case, to re ta in  
the notion of the Latin American poor as the contemporary counterpart 
of Is rae l and thus to  insp ire  a revolutionary enthusiasm based on the 
word o f the Lord of h is to ry , lib e ra tio n  theologians focus th e ir  near 
exclusive emphasis on the lib e ra tio n  from rather than lib e ra tio n  to .
The lib e ra tio n  from Egypt, we must emphasize, is  only h a lf of 
the story. Israe l was rescued from slavery not only to "establish a
^ h e  book of Exodus gives a picture of Is ra e l's  consistent 
unbelief and reb e llio n  (c f . Exod 5:21; 6:9-12; 14:10-12; 15:14; 16:3; 
17:2-7; 32:1-35; 3 3 :3 -5 ). In her s ta te  of obstinacy, Is ra e l, while  
in Egypt needed a more radical conscientization than th a t suggested 
by lib e ra tio n  theologians (c f . C roatto , Liberacion, p. 36; G utierrez, 
A Theology, pp. 156, 91-92, 113-117). Ezek 20:8 provides a v iv id  
summary or Is ra e l's  s itu a tio n . Commanded by the Lord to  abandon its  
unfa ith fu lness, Israe l remained unchanged. Verses 9-27 leave no 
doubt th a t the Exodus took place not only absolutely independent of 
Is ra e l's  cooperation,but also 1n sp ite  of i ts  unbelie f.
See McCann, C hristian Realism, p. 188.
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society free  from misery and a lienation ,"^  as Gutierrez suggests; 
but to be made fre e  from the servitude to Pharaoh to serve Yahweh 
(Exod 4:23; 5:1; 7:16; 8 :1 , 20; 9 :1 , 13; 10:3); thus the climax of the 
Exodus experience was not the withdrawal from Egypt but the a rriv a l
at S inai, with the renewal of the covenant th a t gives fu l l  meaning to
2
the lib e ra tio n  from Egypt. As Yoder observes, "Exodus was the leap 
of fa ith  but Sinai was its  landing. H is to ric a lly  Exodus was the 
prerequis ite  of S inai; but morally i t  is  the other way 'round. 
Liberation is  from bondage and fo r covenant, and what fo r matters 
more than what from. " Yahweh's ultim ate goal in  lib e ra tin g  Israel 
was not to  f a c i l i t a t e  the erecting of another kingdom on earth , but 
to make i t  a holy nation (Exod 19:5 -6 ). Israe l was delivered from 
bondage and oppression to the freedom and d ign ity  of sonship, to liv e
4
in lasting  re la tionsh ip  with Yahweh and f u l f i l l  a special mission.
^Gutierrez, A Theology, p. 157.
Exod 19-24, containing the theme of the covenant and law, is 
the heart of the n arra tive . As Roy Honeycutt remarks, "All o f Exodus 
1-18 is  preparatory to  the events described in  19-24, and the Sinai 
n arrative  (19:1-24; 32:1-35) is  the c lim actic  point of the en tire  
book. All before Sinai is  prelude; a ll  tha t follows is postlude." 
"Exodus" The Broadman Bible Commentary (Nashville: Broadman Press, 
1973), 1:405:
^Yoder, "Exodus and E x ile ,"  p. 305.
^ S ig n ific a n tly , lib e ra tio n  theologians pay l i t t l e  attention  
to the Exodus as re in terpreted  from the perspective of la te r  Old 
Testament w ritings and the New Testament. P a rtic u la rly  Isa 40-55 
lessen concentration on the p o lit ic a l bondage and place re la t iv e ly  
more stress on bondage to  reb e llio n  against God on the part of both 
oppressed and oppressor a lik e  (see Goldingay, "The Hermeneutics of 
Liberation Theology," p. 145). The New Testament, aris ing  out c f a 
context when Jews are once again unjustly  oppressed, nevertheless 
makes l i t t l e  reaffirm atio n  of God's commitment to p o lit ic a l
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The Poor in the Bible  
In i ts  attempt to avoid tra d itio n a l s p ir itu a liz a t io n  of the 
theme of poverty,^ which u ltim ate ly  has served as an e ffe c tiv e  means 
to sacralize  the s ituation  of misery in which m illions of Latin  
Americans l iv e , lib e ra tio n  theologians have turned to the use of 
class analysis. In th e ir  M arxist-influenced view of society they tend 
to see the poor in terms of the p ro le ta r ia t. The one-dimensional 
focus on the poor as sinners or humble, thus, is  replaced by another 
one-dimensional focus on the poor as the socioeconomically oppressed 
and alienated who conform with ideological demands.
C learly , since the Bible is  only the "second word" preceded
lib e ra tio n . Instead, i t  uses the Exodus story as a means of p icturing  
lib e ra tio n  from s in , not in i ts  orig inal p o lit ic a l significance  
(Goldingay, ib id . ) .  Although the major portion of the vocabulary used 
to express the saving work of God in Christ is  drawn from the Exodus 
event (J. Coert Ryllarsdam, "Introduction and Exegesis of Exodus," 
The In terpreters  B ib le , 12 vo ls ., ed., G. A. Buttrick [New York: 
Abingdon-cokesbury Press, 1956], 1:296), fo r  the New Testament w rite rs  
the redemption through Jesus C hrist is a greater exodus from a deeper 
oppression and bondage (see Freed L. F isher, "The New and Greater 
Exodus: The Exodus Pattern in  the New Testament," SMJTh 19-20 
[1976-78 ]:69-79).Thus, Paul's speech in Acts 13 begins with reference 
to the Exodus from Egypt, yet concludes tha t Israe l did not re a lly  
achieve freedom. His main argument is  th a t only in  Christ is  there  
freedom from everything th a t Is rae l could not be freed from by Moses 
(Childs, p. 233). This is  not a question of mere "s p ir itu a liz a tio n "  
of the Exodus. Placing l i f e  w ith in  the perspective of the Kingdom, 
Jesus has given new dimentions to  lib e ra tio n  and removed the bondage 
which prevents men from working c rea tive ly  towards brotherhood. See 
K irk , Liberation Theology, pp. 153-159; Dupertuis, pp. 273-280.
^An illus tra tion  of th is  kind of s p ir itu a liz a t io n  is found in 
Richard D. Petterson's a r t ic le  “The Widow, the Orphan and the Poor in 
the Old Testament and the E x tra -B ib lica l L ite ra tu re ,"  BibSac 130 
(1973):223-234—the only e th ica l resp o n s ib ility  derived from his 
study is  evangelism. Christians have "to remember that there is  s t i l l  
a lost mankind which stands, s p ir itu a lly  speaking, widowed, orphaned, 
and d estitu te  c f the fam ily of God" (p. 233).
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by the " f i r s t  word" of the social sciences, lib e ra tio n  theologians 
tend to l im it  the meaning of the b ib lic a l text to a purely 
socioeconomic le v e l, as in  the case of the Exodus. Expanding our 
analysis of the concept of the poor held by the main exponents of 
lib e ra tio n  theology in re la tio n  to the b ib lic a l notion, we now focus 
attention  on the Old Testament "poor" terminology.
The poor in the Old Testament
Liberation theologians co rrec tly  protest against the t r a d i­
tional exegesis which has minimized the elements of real poverty, 
s p ir itu a liz in g  what Scriptures regards as an e v il social s itu a tio n , 
u tte r ly  contrary to God's w i l l .  The Hebrew Old Testament uses fiv e  
main terms fo r those lacking m aterial possessions:^ at least 245
Studies on the poor and on poverty in the Old Testament 
abound. For b ib liographical references to the major works dealing  
with the subject up to 1963, see Augustin George, "Pauvre,"  DBS 7 
(1S62):405-406. See also J. Dupont, Les beatitudes 2:19-90; Duporvt's 
La Bonne Nouvelle (P aris : J. Gabalda e t Lie td ite u rs , 1969), pp. 
19-34; Jesus Maria Liaho, "Los pobres en el antiguo testamento," 
EsBib 25 (1966):117-167; Augustin George, "Poverty in the Old
Testament," pp. 3-24; E. Kutsch, "Armenpflege," RGG 1:622-623; P. 
G relot, "La pauvrete dans l 'E c r itu re  s a in t,"  Cristus 31 (1961):307- 
322; L. Roy, "Poor," D ictionary o f B ib lica l Theology, ed. X. Leon- 
Dufour (New York: Seabury Press, 19 /3 ), pp. 436-438; Gel in , The Poor 
of Yahweh, pp. 15-26; Walter P ilg rim , Good News to  the Poor, pp. 
19-32; Robert Martin-Achard, "Yahwe et Tes ' anawim," I L 21 TI966): 
349-357; David C. Jones, "Who Are the Poor" EvRTh 2 (T978):215-226; 
Hoyt Thomas Jr., The Poor in Luke-Acts, pp. 13-51; P. Humbert, "Le mot 
biblique 'ebhyon'J khpR 32 ( l9 6 2 ) : l-6 ;  Johannes Botterweck, '"Ebhyon," 
TDOT 1:27-41; T. Donald, "The Semantic F ie ld  of Rich and Poor in the 
Wisdom L ite ra tu re ,"  Oriens Antiquus 3 (1964):27-41; Ernst Bammel, 
"Ptochos," TDNT, 7:865-915; FT Birkeland, 'Ani und 'Anaw in den
Psalmen, translated by Eugen Rapp (Oslo: I Komminsjon Hos. Jacob
Uybwad, 1933); Isadore Loeb, La L itte ra tu re  des pauvres dans la  Bible
(Paris: Editions du C e rf), 1982; TI van der Ploeg, "Les pauvres
d'Israel e t leur p ie te ."  OTS (1950):236-270.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
341
1 2 3 4 5tim es, they are described as rash, d a l, 'ebhyon, 'a n i , 1anaw,
Rash is  used a t leas t 24 times in  reference to  the economi­
c a lly  poor per s e --to  be poor, deprived, faminished. The word, almost 
to ta l ly  confined to Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, appears without 
re lig io u s  overtones. See George, "Poverty in  the Old Testament," p. 6; 
R. Laird H arris , Gleason L. Archer, and Bruce K. Walke, Theological 
Wordbook of the Old Testament (Chicago: Moody Press, 198u), p. 840;  
conn Brown, me New in ternational D ictionary of the New Testament, 
2:822.
2
Dal is  used 48 times in  the Hebrew te x t .  Most of the 
occurrences appear in  the Prophets (13 times) and wisdom w ritings (20 
tim es). Dal re fers  to one who is powerless, impotent, weakened, 
helpless.- He is  the one "without social strength" (H a rris , Archer and 
Waltke, pp. 1:190-191). The word describes those in the lowest social 
classes, the poor, needy, unimportant (c f . 2 Kgs 24:14; 25:12; Colin
Brown, 2:822). Prov 28:3 even presents the case of a "poor man 
(rash) who oppresses the poor (d a l l in ) .  Only in frequently  is dal used 
in  a s p ir itu a l sense (c f . Jer. 5 : 4 ) .
3
Ebhyon describes the poor from the point of view of want and 
need (c f Exod 23:6; Deut 15:14; 1 Sam 2:8 , e tc ). The word is  used 51 
times in the Hebrew Old Testament, especia lly  in the Psalms (24 
times) and in the Prophets (17 tim es). In his study o f the 'ebhyon, 
P. Humbert observes th a t the word implies an essential idea of 
pleading and expresses an expectation and a demand ("Le mot biblique  
'ebhyon" pp. 1 -6 ). Yet, Humbert notes th a t in the Psalms the term 
has been transposed to  a s p ir itu a l level where i t  may apply to a man 
who begs fo r  d iv ine assistance (see below).
4 'a n i, means the bent-over one, the one laboring under a 
weight, the one not in  possession of his whole strength and v igor. I t  
is  the main Hebrew word to  describe the poor and appears 80 times in 
the Old Testament, esp ec ia lly  in the Psalms (32 times) and in  the 
Prophets (25 tim es). Commentators in general re la te  the 'ani w ith the 
oppressed, those wrongfully impoverished (Colin Brown, 2:821, Bammel, 
"Ptochos," TDNT 6:647; see The Thailand Report on the Urban Poor 
[Wheaton: Lausanne Committee fo r  world Evangelization, 1980], ppT 
22-23; c f .  Amos 2:7; 8 :5 -6 ; Hab 2:6; Micah 2 :1 -2 ; 6:12; Jer 22:12-17; 
Isa 5 :2 3 ). "The antonyms fo r  'a n i ," Mealand remarks, "are often words 
meaning 'v io le n t , ' which indicates that 'ani means 'oppressed.'" 
Poverty and Expectation in  the Gospels, ppl 17)1-102; Bammel, ib id ) .  
We w ill  return to  the re lig io u s  sign ificance of 'a n i.
®'Anaw, especia lly  common in the Psalms (13 times) and 
Prophets (7 tim es), has a d e fin ite  re lig io u s  meaning ind icating  
hum ility  and meekness before God, w hile , in some cases, s t i l l  keeping 
reference to m aterial poverty.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
342
words th a t at one time or another are translated  "poor" in the King 
King James and other English vers io n s .1
Taken together, the Old Testament words fo r  poor paint a 
picture  o f a d e s titu te , needy, helpless, and oppressed people. In 
fa c t ,  Scripture unquestionably regards poverty, to use G utierrez' 
word, as a "scandal," something abnormal, indeed, a breach of the 
covenant, generally the re s u lt o f oppression. P a rtic u la rly  in the 
law codes and the prophets, the poor ones in Israel were viewed as 
defenseless and in need o f the protection of Yahweh. I t  should be 
noted, however, that the very v a r ie ty  of the terms used to describe 
the poor suggests the complexity of the concept. I t  should put one on 
guard against any s im p lis tic  system atization and imposition of modern 
understanding on the b ib lic a l language.
Contrary to G utierrez'tendency to  see the poor in the Bible
3
exclus ive ly  as the economically oppressed and equate them with the
Closest to the English term "poor" with i ts  connotations of 
lack is  rash. The Septuagint tran s la tes  the d iffe re n t Hebrew terms 
in  a v a rie ty  o f ways: ptochos (88 times; etym ologically, "one who 
crouches," in c lassical usage, a "beggar"); penes (67 times; 
etym olog ically , "one who works hard," in  c lassical usage, "one who 
has only necessities and liv e s  from his work by saving"); tapeinos (21 
times; the one who is  low); praus (12 times; "meek"). See George, 
"Pauvre," pp. 388-389; Dupont,~Tes~beatitudes, 2:20-34.
2
The prophets in p a rtic u la r  inveigh against every form of 
oppression by which people are made and kept poor: dishonest business 
(Amos 8 :5 -6 ) ;  exorbitant in te re s t (Hab 2 :6 ); seizure o f land (Mic 
2 :1 -2 ) ,  non-payment o f wages (Jer 22:13-17); manipulation of ju s tice  
(Is a  5 :2 3 ), and deceit and violence on the part o f the rich  (Mic 
6:12; Jones "Who Are the Poor," p. 218; Hoyt, The Poor, pp.31-43).
3
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 291; The Power of the Poor, p. 96. 
Unquestionably, there are many examples of oppression, oppressors, and 
cpp'-essed people in  the Bible (see Jacques Pons, L' oppress ion dans
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modern concept o f "class," in the Psalms, fo r  example, where the 
great concentration of the words ‘ ani and 'anaw occurs, the poverty 
terminology re fers  to  a whole range of need and suffering  in addition  
to l i t e r a l  economic p o verty .1 Persecution leads the psalmist to  cry 
to God th a t he is  poor and needy ( ‘ a n i, c f . Ps 22:24; 35:10; 69:29; 
70:5; 74:19, 21; 76:9; 109:16, 22; 140:12). Such language could
hardly be understood as autom atically expressing the modern concept 
of poverty in terms of economic oppression. In Ps 9 i t  is Israel
over against the nations th a t oppress i t ,  th a t is  described as
p
"poor." In Ps 88:16, a sick man c a lls  him self poor— 'a n i.
1 'Ancient Testament [P aris : Letouzey e t An§, Editeurs, 1981]; Elsa
Tamez, B ible of the Oppressed [M aryknoll, N .Y.: Orbis Books, 1982]; 
T.D. Manks, God so Loved the Third World, [M aryknoll, N.Y. Orbis 
Books, 1983]1 ppl 3 -4 0 /, F~ 31 Brown, fTowever, remarks that the 
concept of oppressio defended by lib e ra tio n  theologians ‘ is not a 
b ib lic a l category, but ra ther one th a t is  drawn from nonbiblical 
a th e is tic  ideology o f Marxism" ("What Is Liberation Theology,1' p. 10).
b es id es , in  the wisdom lite ra tu re  we fin d  a d iffe re n t 
a ttitu d e  towards wealth and poverty. In Proverbs the predominant view 
is  tha t wealth is  a good thing (Prov. 10:15; 14:20; 18:11, 16, 23; 
19:4, 6; 2 2 :7 ). On the other hand, i f  one is poor, there is  very 
l ik e ly  something wrong in his l i f e .  The causes of poverty are 
diverse, but i t  is  generally  considered as a s e lf - in f l ic te d  e v i l ,  the 
resu lt o f impatience (Prov 21:5 28:22); re jec tio n  of instruction  
(Prov 13:18); excessive pleasure (Prov 12:11; 21:17; 23:20-21;
28:19), or laziness (6 :6 -11; 10:4: 14:23: 19:15; 20:13; 24:33, 34). 
Robert Gordis, "The Social Background o f Wisdom L ite ra tu re ,"  HUCA 28 
(1943-44):77-118; T. Donald, "The Semantic F ie ld  of Rich and Poor in 
the Wisdom L iteratu re ," pp. 27-41; Hoyt, pp. 43-46.
2See also Ps 37; 49; 68:10; 74:19-21; 76:9; 149:4-9. For some 
scholars the 'anawim in the Psalms are Israe l or her representative  
men in times of emergency, "oppressed" by external enemies, 
"helpless" in th e ir  own power and "humbly" hoping fo r the 
in terference o f Yahweh. S. Mowinckel, The Psalms in  Is rae l Worship 2 
vols.(O xford: Basil Blackwell, 1962); Harris Birkeland, fhe Evildoers 
in the Book of Psalms (Oslo: Komminsjon Hos. Jacob DybwacH )9bb), p.
w .--------------------------------
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The context of Ps 113:7-9 (c f .  1 Sam 2:8) suggests that even a barren 
woman is  counted among the poor. In Ps 25:16 both enemies and sins 
contribute to the condition of the 1an i. The dominant idea in the 
Psalms is th a t the poor are the needy, those oppressed by a f f l ic t io n ,  
s in , illn e s s , ioneliness, nearness to death (c f. Ps 9:13; 15; 35:16, 
21; 40:13, 16; 69:4, 18, 21; 86:7; 109:22, e tc .) ,  not necessarily the 
economically deprived and oppressed. The poor in  these texts are
q u a lifie d  to  receive God's help or have God on th e ir  side, not
because of any c lass-b ias. but, as Seccombe w rites , because "only 
those in need have anything to be saved from."^
The point here is  not to deny the unavoidable socioeconomic
dimension o f poverty in  the B ib le , but to indicate tha t there are
more kinds of poverty, oppression,and helplessness w ithin the scope
of God's concern than lib e ra tio n  theologians seem to recognize.
Liberation theology's insistence that God is  on the side of the poor
and oppressed f a i ls ,  not because i t  is  devoid of tru th , but because
i t  does not provide a comprehensive account of the nature of
oppression. This is  why the M arxist-oriented oppressed/oppressor
2
p o la riza tio n  is  so inadequate. To reduce oppression to the Marxist 
model is a naive o vers im p lification  of the complexity of l i f e  and 
r e a l i ty .  Liberation theology is  unquestionably correct, in s is tin g  that 
a central concern of the C hristian  community should be to id e n tify
^David P. Seccombe, Possessions and the Poor in Luke-Acts 
(L inz: Studien zum Neuen Testament und seiner Llmwelt, 1982), p. 28.
^See above, pp. 280-285.
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with the poor and oppressed; but, as Richard Mouw asks, "who are to  
be properly included in the class of the poor and oppressed?"* 
Should th is  concern be re s tric te d  exclusively to the economically 
deprived, or the p ro le ta ria t?  I f  th is  is  the case, then doing 
theology "ffuiii the perspective of the poor" runs the risk  of being 
transformed into  merely another expression of ideological 
sectarianism . I t  f a i ls ,  not because i t  is  ra d ic a l, but because i t  is  
not rad ical enough.
The poor in  s p ir it
S ig n if ic a n tly , G utierrez, in his discussion of the "b ib lic a l 
meaning o f poverty," devotes f iv e  pages to m aterial poverty and 
only one and a h a lf to  s p ir itu a l poverty, termed by him "s p ir itu a l 
childhood,""* Although th is  imbalance is  understandable, one wonders 
i f  he, l ik e  lib e ra tio n  theologians in general, does ju s tice  to the
R. Mouw, "New A1 ignments and the Future of tvangelicisin," in  
Against the World, fo r the World, ed. P. L. Berger and R. J. Neuhaus 
(New York: [he seabury Press, ’ 376), pp. 123-124. Mouw goes on to
ask "Are they [the poor] to  include Nixon, who is  presently an 
outcast and despised person? What about a f in a n c ia lly  w e ll-o f f  used 
car salesman who is  experiencing a painful divorce? Or bored, 
pot-smoking students in  an a ll-w h ite  suburban high school?" The l i s t  
is  fa r  from complete. What about the marginalized aging people, the 
disabled, or those facing term inal illness? What about the other forms 
of oppression in Latin  America? Is  not the b ib lic a l category o f "the 
poor" and oppressed" broad and f lu id  enough to include them too, 
whatever th e ir  social status?
^G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 201-296.
The discussion under the t i t l e  "Poverty: S p iritu a l Child­
hood," in G utierrez, A Theology, goes from page 296-299, but from the 
middle of page 297, he s ta rts  dealing w ith Luke's version of the 
beatitude "blessed are the poor" (6 :2 0 ).
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complex issue of the b ib lic a l use of the "poor" vocabulary.
In the heated theological c lim ate , simply to raise the
question of the b ib lic a l use of the "poor" terminology in a n o n -lite ra l
sense is  not only to approach an extremely d e lica te  subject, but
also to  o ffe r  an in v ita t io n  to charges of c lass-b ias , since, as Jones
remarks, the idea is  generally associated w ith an exegesis th a t is
often b lind  to the b ib lic a l teaching about the objective character of
poverty and God's concern fo r  the l i t e r a l l y  p o o r j Yet i t  is  not an
a p r io r i im p o ss ib ility  th a t, as accnron feature of language, the same
term might be used to  designate both a sociological as well as an
in te r io r ,  subjective d isposition . This seems to be the case
2
p a rtic u la r ly  with 'ani and 'anaw, The follow ing pages, though fa r
Jones, p. 219. Although i t  is  true that any theology based 
on syntactic word study detached from the streams o f concrete r e a li ty  
is  a regretable mistake, i f  theology is  meant to  be b ib lic a l theology 
at a l l ,  close a tten tio n  must be paid to the meaning of the words, 
otherwise we run the risk  of using the Bible only to  ju s t ify  concepts 
strange to i ts  understanding. Precisely fo r th is  reason, Avery Dulles 
in a le t t e r  to Sergio Torres p rio r to the Conference "Theology in the 
Americas," to be held in  D e tro it in August 1975, urged that a tten tion  
should be given to the id e n tity  of the "poor, the anawim of the 
gospels" (cf. Theology in the Americas, p. 9 5 )-
^For the sake of space we do not include the word 'ebhyon 
here. This, however, should not obscure the rich  religious'dim ension  
of th is  term. See Botterweck's discussion of the "re lig ious  
c la s s if ic a tio n  of the 'ebhyon," "Ebhyon," pp. 37-38. P. Humbert notes 
th a t in  the Psalms, where the 'ebhyon is  p a rtic u la r ly  common, the 
word has been transposed to  a s p ir itu a l and metaphorical level where 
i t  may apply to  a man who begs fo r  d ivine assistance, "Le mot 
bib liq ue, 'ebhyon," p. 5. Furthermore, Francis X. K elly  warns that 
because 'ebhyon is  often used methaphorically, we must be carefu l 
le s t we autom atically tran s la te  the term as "poor." Poor and Rich in  
E p istle  o f James (Ph.D. D isserta tion  Temple U n ivers ity , 1972J, pp.
— See Psalms'35:23; 70:5; 40:16-17; 86:1-6; 109:22; 140:6; 17:7; 
69:13, 16, 17, 33. On the basis of parallelism us membrorum, the 
'ebhyon is  connected not only with the 'ani or 'anawim, but afso with
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from exhaustive, attempt to ind icate  the re lig io u s  dimension ex­
pressed by these words which form an indispensable background fo r a 
comprehensive understanding of the b ib lic a l meaning of poverty.
'Ani/'Anawim, the poor of Yahweh
The discussion of the poor as the pious usually centers 
around the problem of ' a n i /1anawim, which are the more commonly used 
Hebrew words fo r  "poor" in  the Old Testament. The d if f ic u lt ie s  of 
in te rp re ta tio n  surrounding these terms are highly complex,^ and here 
we are, in  fa c t, in the presence of a problem so complicated "qu’ i l
p
apparait insoluble." T ra d it io n a lly  the issue was framed w ith in  the 
semantic f ie ld .  A lfred  Rahlfs, la te r  closely followed by S. R. 
D river, championed the view th a t although ' ani and ' anaw belong to
3
the same ro o t, they are b as ica lly  d iffe re n t in  meaning. For these 
scholars, while 'ani is  m orally n eu tra l, re fe rrin g  to a social 
condition of hum ility or poverty; ' anaw, generally used in  the p lural
those who are c le a r ly  designated as 'ebhdeh (servant, Ps 12:6); 
chasidh (godly, Ps 86:2); 'emunim ( fa i th fu l ,  Ps 12 :1 -2 ); tsaddiqim  
(righteous Ps 140:14); yesharim (upright, Ps 140:14). See Botterweck, 
pp. 37-38.
V o r  a review of th is  h istory  of the debate, see Paul Van Den 
Berghe, '"Ani e t 'Anaw dans les Psaumes," Le Psautie r (Louvain: 
O rien ta lie  e t B ib lica  Lovaniensia, 1962), pp. z /3 -295; c f .  Sabourin, 
1:98-100; Ploeg, "Les pauvres d 'Is ra e l e t leur p ie te ,"  pp. 237-245.
^Van Den Berhge, p. 290.
3Rahlfs, 'Ani und 'Anaw in den Psalmen (Gottingen: D ie trich , 
1892), pp. 56.58. D riv e r, "Poor,1 D ictionary or the B ib le , ed. James 
Hastings, 4 (1911), p. 19. For lin g u is tic  d e ta ils , see K e lly , pp. 
3-6; and Larrimore Crockett, The Old Testament in the Gospel of Luke: 
With Emphasis on the In te rp re ta tio n  of Isaiah b l : l - z  '.Ph.D. 
D isserta tion , brown U n ivers ity , 1966), pp. 83, 84.
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form ( ' anawim) ,  fundamentally expresses the correspondent inner
re lig io u s  a ttitu d e .^
This theory, however, has been challenged. On the other side
2
o f the discussion A. Briggs, S. Mowinckel, and H. Birkcrland
advocate a view almost a n t ith e t ic a l. For them there is  no d is tin c tio n
3
between 'an i and 'anaw since these words are frequently  confused. A 
fu rth er development, however, has placed the debate in a d iffe re n t  
polemical context. Leaving aside the study o f semantic d is tin c tio n  
between the two words, scholars have tended to concentrate on 
explaining how 'ani and 'anaw had come to express a moral and 
re lig io u s  ideal a fte r  having been used to  denote the social
4
conditions proper to  l i t e r a l  poverty and d istress.
But the o rig in  and the extent of the equation of the poor 
and pious have also been a source of contention.® While some have
f a h l f s ,  "Ani und 'Anaw in den Psalmen, pp. 54, 73.
3A. Briggs, Psalms (Edinburgh: C lark, 1906), p. 84; Sigmund 
Mowinckel, Psalmenstudien I (Oslo: Jacob Dybwad, 1921), p. 113; 
Harris B irkeland, Psalmenstudien V I: Die Psalmendichter (Oslo: Jacob 
Dybwad, 1924), pp. 58-65 ;  also H. Birkeland's 'Ani""and 'Anaw, pp. 
47-63; idem, Evildoers in the Book of Psalms, pp. 5 8 ,  r i - 1 3.
3Mowinckel argues th a t the basic meaning of 'a n i , "bent 
down," may be used e ith e r passively to s ig n ify  "poor," "oppressed," 
"m iserable," or re fle x iv e ly  and thereby ind icating  the re lig ious  
nuances of being bent before God as a servant who acts according to 
the d iv ine w ill  (Psalmenstudien , p. 113; Rudolf K i t t e l ,  Die Psalmen 
[Lei pzi g : Dei chert, 1922J, p. 285).
f e e  Sabourin, The Psalms, 2:99.
fu rth erm o re , during the debate on the semantic evolution of 
the terms of poverty, a number of authors, leaning on Rahlf's  
conclusions, defended the existence of a "party o f the poor," not
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argued fo r  a p re -e x ilic  date, others fo r an e x il ic  date, there are 
authors who have advocated a p o s t-e x ilic  o r ig in J  Placing his 
understanding of the re lig io u s  meaning of poverty w ith in  th is  
evolutive lin e  of thought, G utierrez sees a c lear d iv is ion  in the Old 
Testament "poor" terminology. Following G elin , he argues th a t from 
the seventh century B.C. on, the vocabulary which was used to  
describe a socioeconomic s itu a tio n , progressively received a 
re lig io u s  content. S ig n if ic a n tly , however, G utierrez completely
so c ia lly  poor necessarily, but devoted to a pious, prayerful and 
humble l i f e  before God. For d e ta ils  and bibliography see Seccombee, 
p. 25; Sabourin, p. 100. While some scholars have preferred to think  
of a movement rather than a party of the poor/pious (see Ploeg fo r a 
summary, pp. 237-242), others have denied the existence of such a 
party (see B irkerland, 'AnT und Anaw, pp. 5 5 ff; Ernst Percy, Die 
Bostchaft Jesus: Eine t ra d itio n s kritis ch e  und exegetische Unter- 
uchung LLund: c. w. k . Glerup, I9&3J, pp. 4 /-63J . ine rormer view, 
however, has found considerable acceptance, with decisive  
im plications fo r the in te rp re ta tio n  of "poor" in  the New Testament. 
See Bultmann, History of the Synoptic Trad ition  (Oxford: University  
Press, 1972), ~pT n. i; Martin O ibelius, James (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1976), pp. 3 9 f f ;  M. E. Isaacs, "Mary in  the Lucan 
Infancy N arrative ," The Way [Supp] 25 (1975):88; Raymond W. Brown, 
The B irth  of the Messiah vGarden C ity , N. Y .: Doubleday & Company, 
iy /9 t ,  pp. 3bU-3bb; Genn, The Poor of Yahweh, pp. 6 2 ff .
V o r a bibliography on the d iffe re n t positions, see Hoyt 
Thomas J r . ,  The Poor in Luke-Acts (Ph.D. D issertation: Duke
U nivers ity , 19/ a ) ,  pp. Ay.
2
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 296; c f .  G elin , p. c.6. Some 
scholars have re jected the notion th a t the Old Testament presents an 
evolution or sp ec ia liza tio n  o f the concept of the poor. They regard 
the re lig ious  q u a lity  o f 'ani and 'anaw as inherent to the etimology 
of these words. Mowinckel argues that the re lig io u s  in te rp re ta tio n  
of 'ani is  "u ra lt"  ( i . e . ,  very old) and inherent to the etymology of 
the word (Psalmenstudien, pp. 113, 116). Liano in s is ts  th a t the word 
' anaw in the UT3 Testament "tiene fundamentalment un sentido 
s p ir itu a l no precisamente de 'pobre v irtu d e ' sino the humildade, 
mansedumbre y piedade" ("Los pobres," p. 16’ ) .  In a footnote he refers  
to  Num 12:3 (where Moses is  described as 'anaw) as evidence of the 
fundamentally spiritual meaning of the word. Some scholars, however;
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ignores th is  development when he deals with the poor in the gospel 
of Luke.
Whatever the position adop;ed regarding to the lin g u is tic  
re lationship  between 'ar.i and 'anaw or the precise o rig in  of the 
equation of pious and poor, some major points are noteworthy. F irs t ,  
even though we may conclude with some scholars that 'ani is  usually a 
non-religious term, p rim arily  descriptive of economic and socio­
logical conditions, the fa c t that Is ra e l's  h istory is  part of a 
re lig io -c u ltu ra l wholeness should speak against any hasty dichotomy 
between the sociological and re lig ious  meanings.^ Second, i f  on one 
hand ' ani describes the so c ia lly  deprived, and on the other, as the word 
which best expresses the complex cnaracter of b ib lic a l poverty, as we 
have indicated, i t  has a much broader scope than simply to denote a 
socioeconomic status. Th ird , undeniably 'ani has both socioeconomic 
and re lig io u s  connotation. In some cases the word appears in moral 
contexts, which re f le c t  a theological meaning (Ps 14:5; 18:28; 22:25; 
25:15; 34:6; 40:17; 69:29; 8 6 :1 ). In these te x ts , both elements 
coalesce as in tegral to ‘ a n i. In th is  connection i t  should be noted 
that 'ani in some instances occurs in p a ra lle l construction with the 
"righteous" (Ps 14 :6 ),^  or "godly" (Ps 8 6 :1 -2 ). Their oppressors,
dispute the au th en tic ity  of the word 'anaw, in th is  te x t (see R. 
Martin-Achard, "Yahweh et les 'amawim" FhZ z l [1966]:350; Martin 
North, Numbers [P h iladelph ia: The Westminster Press, 1968], p. 95).
^See Mowinckel, Psalmenstudien, p. 117.
2
Percy, Botschaft, pp. 40-81.
3
This should not be pressed too much. Mowinckel argues that
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in te re s tin g ly  enough, are never termed 'a s h ir , the r ic h , but rasha’ ,^
the wicked, which is  a theological category. Furthermore, in  Zech
9 :9 ,the Messiah is  described as 'am  and in  Zeph 3:12, "the poor,"
2
'ani is  descrip tive  of the future messianic people, the remnant.
Regarding the word 'anaw/'anawim, the term is  predominantly
3
used in  a re lig io u s  and moral sense in  the Psalms (Ps 22:26; 25:9; 
34:2; 37:11; 69:32; 76:9; 147:6; 149:4 ). While in some of these 
passages one may detect the 1anawim overlapping in meaning with the 
dual socioeconomic and re lig ious  focus of 1a n i, "the accent is  
c le a r ly  on the re lig ious  element, on the dependent re lationship
‘ ani i s  not i n t r i n s i c a l l y  " r ig h te o u s ,"  but on ly  in  r e la t io n s h ip  to
IH iF o p p re s s o r  (Mowinckel, p . 116).
^ a s h a ' ,  the  wicked, appears over 266 tim es  in  th e  Old 
Testament^ InosTtly in  Job, Psalms, Proverbs, and E z e k ie l ,  as a 
tec h n ica l  term  r e f e r r in g  to  those who sinned w i l l f u l y  and heinously  
and who d id  not re p e n t .  See E. P. Sanders, Paul and P a le s t in ia n
Judaism (P h i la d e lp h ia :  F o r tre s s  Press, 1985), pp. 1 4 2 - isu , 203, n. 
119. Although the  c h a r a c t e r i z a t io n  o f  the  wicked as proud, greedy,
presumptuous, and oppressive  in d ic a te s  t h a t  they were the  w ea lthy  and 
powerfu l a r is to c r a c y  (Mowinckel, Psalm enstudien, p. 115-116; Hoyt,
The Poor, pp. 48-49), the  word is  used in  p a r a l l e l  w ith  almost every  
Hebrew term  f o r  s in ,  e v i l ,  and i n i q u i t y .  Th is  f a c t  c l e a r l y  s tresses  
th e  b a s ic  th e o lo g ic a l  meaning o f  the  concept,  independent o f  economic 
s o c ia l  s ta tu s  ( c f .  Exod 2:13; Num 35:31; 2 Sam 4:11; Ezek 33:11; Ps 
3 7:28 ). The measure o f  rasha ' is  i t s  c o n t ra s t  w i th  th e  c h a ra c te r  and 
a t t i t u d e  o f  God ( 2 Chr l9 :Z ;  Mai 3 :1 8 ). F re q u e n t ly  (80 t im es) in  the  
book o f  Proverbs, rasha ' is  p laced in  a n t i t h e t i c  p a r a l l e l i s m  to  tsedeq  
( th e  r ig h t e o u s ) .
2
For Gel in th is  te x t provides strong evidence for rejecting the 
claim  o f those exegetes who "attach only a sociological value to the 
vocabulary of poverty, because the messianic people were not to be 
indigent" (G elin , The Poor, p. 31).
3
In some exceptional cases the word appears in  no s t r ic t ly  
moral contexts; these exceptions are found in  Amos 2:7; 8 :4 ; Isa  
11:4; 61:1.
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bewteen the poor and God."1 Outside the Psalter 'anaw/'anawim occurs 
in three moral contexts: Num 12:3; Zeph 2:3; and Isa 29:19. In each 
case, the 'anaw/'anawim, the "poor ones," are at least by im plication  
the pious and humble. In the Zephaniah passage, the 'anawim are 
equated with the righteous remnant, and poverty, 'anawah, is  to be 
sought a fte r .
We should conclude the above considerations emphasizing
th a t even when the poor terminology is  enriched by re lig ious
dimensions, th is  does not mean that "poor" has a re lig io u s  meaning
akin to pious. The re lig io u s  dimension of th is  language lie s
p rim arily  in God's known character as the One who protects and
rescues those who are in need. As Seccombe w rites , there is  nothing
positive  about poverty and suffering except tha t i t  leads a man to
2
c a ll on God who saves him from e v il .
The poor in the book of Isaiah
Turning our a tten tio n  to the poor in the context of the book 
of Isa ia h --th e  immediate source fo r Luke's reference to the poor 
--c a re fu l a tten tion  reveals two s ig n ifican t m odifications: on the one 
hand, "the poor" becomes more or less synonymous with the exiled and 
needy Is ra e l; on the o ther, the promise of God's v indication o f "the 
poor" in the fu tu re  emerges in  fu l l  view as an eschatological hope. 
Without in ten tion  of de ta iled  elaboration on these two points, the
R obert A. Guelich, The Sermon on the Mount (Waco, Texas: 
Word Books, 1982), p. 69.
O
Seccombe, Possessions and Poor, p. 27
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follow ing discussion mainly broaches the important aspects fo r our 
study.
I t  is noteworthy th at there is no unified  view of the poor in 
Isa iah . In the early  chapters of the book, references to the poor 
appear in the context o f the prophet's condemnation of social 
oppression and eth ica l demand fo r  ju s tice .^  The poor are c le a rly  the 
peasants o f the p re -e x ilic  period, being oppressed by the wealthy and 
powerful. The prophet warns the rich  th a t God cares fo r the poor and 
w ill  defend them. But the prophet has no illu s io n s  about the piety  
of the poor; in his eyes, "everyone is  ungodly and an e v il-d o e r,"  
even the "fatherless and widows" (Isa  9:17; c f. Jer. 5 :1 -5 ). Under 
the messianic ru le r (chap. 11), however, there w ill  be ju s tice  for 
the poor and Zion w ill  be a secure habitation fo r the oppressed (Isa  
14:29-32). The idea is not th a t the poor are righteous and thus 
deserving of sa lvation , but tha t the conditions of the new age, 
unlike the present, w ill  be such that they can liv e  in  safety .^
See C. van Leeuwen, Le development du sens social en Israel 
avant l 'e r e  chretienne (AsseTT: Van Sorcum and Company, 1955), pp. 
68-81; A. Kuschke, pp. 38-42; Ned W. Stonehouse, The Witness of Luke 
to  Christ (Grand Rapids: Wm. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1951), p. 80.
^Prominent in the c a ll  to  repentance is  the demand for  
ju s tic e  epitomized in  the defense of the weak against the ruthless  
(Is a  1 :16-23). In contrast to  the oppressive ru lers  of Isa iah 's  day 
who deprives the needy (d a llim ), and rob the poor (aniyye)" (Isa  
10:2; c f. 3 :14 ), the prophet declares th a t God himself w ill  act. In 
Isa 11:1-5 emerges the promised shoot from the stump of Jesse (Isa  
11:1 ). As in the prophecy of Isa 61, the S p ir it  of the Lord w ill  rest 
upon him (Isa  11 :2 ), "and he with righteousness w ill  judge the needy 
(d a llim ), and with ju s tice  he w ill  give decisions fo r the poor 
( ‘ anawim) of the earth" (Isa  11:4).
•7
See Seccombe, Possessions and the Poor, p. 37.
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In the la t te r  part o f Isa iah , however, a change is  noticeable  
and the concept of the poor gains a new dimension. P a rtic u la rly  from 
chap. 40 on, the s itu a tio n  of oppression is  no longer seen in terms 
of the individual poor Is ra e lite  being exploited by his rich  
overlords. The tragedy of the e x ile  led to  a c o lle c tiv e  use of 'a n i. 
The whole nation languishing in  e x ile  is  now "the poor,"^ oppressed 
not only by G entile nations, but— and th is  point is  c ru c ia l--b y  the 
Lord himself (Is a  42:24, 25; c f . 30:20, 21). Israe l is  not only "the 
poor" and "oppressed" but also the "blind" (Isa  59:9-10 ). In the 
depressed s itu atio n  the exilic-community cries out: "We look for  
l ig h t ,  and behold darkness, and fo r brightness but we walk in gloom. 
We grope fo r  the wall lik e  the b lind , we grope lik e  those who had no 
eyes" (Is a  5 9 :9 -10 ). More than simply a description of lack of 
s p iritu a l knowledge, th is  is  a graphic p icture  of hopeless mourning,
This equation is  c le a rly  evident in Isa 49:13 "the poor" 
Caniyyan) is  e x p lic it ly  id e n tifie d  with the nation in  c a p tiv ity . See 
Baudissin, pp. 211-215. The same is  true in  Isa 41:8-20: the "poor 
and needy" ( 1 anlyyim/ebhyon, LXX ptochos) are "you worm Jacob, you 
men of Is ra e l,"  who have suffered through the experience of the 
e x ile . In Isa 54:11, Zion is  called  1 a n i, c f .  Isa 51:21. See 
Seccombe, pp. 37-38; Bammel, "Ptoc.hcs,'" p. 893. I t  should be 
mentioned th a t th is  equation, as Baudissin co rrec tly  argues, began 
e a r lie r  in  Isaiah (pp. 211-215; c f .  Isa 29:19; Ps 9; 12:6; 68:10; 
149:4). In la te r  Judaism, the Qumran sect seized upon the 
pre-exis ting  soterio log ica l theme (present also in  the Apocrypha and 
Pseudepigrapha; c f .  Psalms o f Solomon, 2:22; 7:8-10; 8:26-28, 34; 
9:11; 11:1f f ; 12:6; 14:5; 17 :21 ff, 45; see G. Buchanan Gray, "The
Psalms of Solomon," in  R. H. Charles, ed. The Apocrypha and Pseud- 
epigrapha of the Old Testament in English [Oxford: Clarendon, 1913J, 
Z :6 2 8 f f j; aTso Bammel, ppl 894-895), which depicted Is ra e l's  
salvation as coterminous with the salvation of the poor, and applied 
th is  to themselves, “the remnant" (CD 3:4-19; IIQPsa 154:18), the 
"poor o f the promise" (4QpP37 1:8-10; see below). The Qumran
references were taken from A. Dupont-Sommer, The Essene Writings from 
Qumran (Gloucester: Peter Smith, 1973); fo r  the symbols, see p. 421.
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where judgment and salvation are fa r  away. However, in Isa 29:18-19,
the prophet has already introduced a theme central to  his gospel of
lib e ra tio n . Along with the "a ff lic te d "  ( 'anawim) , and the "needy"
( 'ebhyon) , who "shall re jo ice  in  the Lord," he re fers  to  the blind
who w ill  see. Isa iah 's  vision of the glorious eschatological future
fo r  the poor is  p a rtic u la r ly  developed in  chaps. 40-66 under the
"comfort m o tif,"  understood in  terms of the Lord's compassion on his
" a f f l ic te d ,"  'aniyyan (Isa  4 9 :1 3 ).1 In Isa 42:7-16 and 49:9 there is
a convergence between the lib e ra tio n  of the captives and giving sight 
2
to the b lind . Not su rp ris in g ly , God's saving in tervention  in favor 
of his oppressed people is  described as. the dawning o f l ig h t .
In the lig h t of the background ju s t broached, i t  seems 
evident tha t the poverty of the ' anawim in  the crucia l and c lim atic  
te x t o f Isa 6 1 : l-2 - -th e  tex t which lie s  behind every major reference
The th irs ty  and pennyless ones to whom the great in v ita tio n  
of Isa 55:1 is  made are s ig n if ic a n tly  called  'anniyyim and ' ebhyon, 
("the poor and needy search fo r  water, but there Ts none; th e ir  
tongues are parched with th i r s t " ) .
2
On the re la tionsh ip  between the imagery of "giving sight to 
the blind" and "releasing captives" (see Seccombe, p. 59 ). Since the 
E xile  was characterized as darkness (Isa  42:7, c f .  Targum on Isa 
4 2 :7 ), i t  is  understandable th a t freedom should be symbolized by the 
return of s ight. Furthermore, l ig h t  and darkness were also images fo r  
the presence or absence of God (Isa  6 0 :1 9 ff);  absence from the land, 
thus, was conceived as dwelling in  darkness (c f. Isa . 59:9 -10 ).
3Cf. Isa 60:1-3 , 19-22; 62:1; 58:10. For la te r  equation of
lig h t and salvation , see Tglsa 9:1; MidrPs 27:1; PesR36; Tglsa 60:1; 
I Enoch 1:8; 5:6; 34:4; 5S:4. In the Qumran l i te ra tu r e ,  th is  notion 
of light/darkness is  fu rth er developed to  express the ultim ate  
d iv is io n  between God and B e lia l,  tru th  and ignorance, blessedness and 
suffering (Seccombe, pp. 59-60).
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dealing with the poor in  the Gospel of Luke^— is not p rim arily  a 
question of economic deprivation at a l l .  As in  some of the Psalms, 
th e 'anawim here— as explained by the p a ra lle l expressions: "broken­
hearted," "captives," "those who are bound," "those who g rieve"--are  
"the poor," in  qu ite  a broad sense. Although l i t e r a l  poverty is  not 
absent, the emphasis is  in the great need in to  which the nation has 
fa lle n  through its  sin and judgment. The 'anawim in th is  context 
embraces the oppressed and poor who know that they are thrown 
completely on God's help.
F in a lly , we should mention that both 'an! and ‘ anawim, with
th e ir  dual socioeconomical and re lig io u s  connotations, are taken up
2
and continued into Qumran. Although in the Qumran l ite ra tu re  "the
3
poor" is  hardly a technical t i t l e  fo r the community, as Botterweck 
notes, in  the War Scroll the ‘ anawim seem "sim ilar to the poor and 
needy in  the Psal:.:s and D eutero-Isaiah ." In some cases "the poor" is
^See below.
2See lQh 1:36; 2:34; 5:13, 14; 1Q45 1:1; 3:2; CD 6:16, 21;
14:14; 19:9; 1QM 14:7; 1QH 5:21; 14:3; 18:14; IQSb 5:22; 4QpIsa. The
community, however, tends to put the l i t e r a l  sense in the background. 
L. Keck remarks that an elemental fa c t has been larg e ly  overlooked, 
v iz . ,  th a t the Qumran passages which speak of the economic 
arrangements of the community contain no references whatsoever to 
"the poor" whereas those passages which speak of "the poor" do not 
discuss the shared l i f e  a t a l l .  "The Poor Among the Saints in Jewish 
C h ris tia n ity  and Qumran," ZNW 57 (1966):68; c f . Botterweck, p. 41.
3
Keck, ib id .;  K. Schubert, "The Sermon on the Mount and the
Qumran Texts," in  The Scro lls  and the New Testament, ed. Kristen
Stendahl (New York: harper and Bros. I9b /J, p. 122; s. Legasse, "Les 
pauvres en e s p rit et les ' vo lun ta ires ' de Qumran," NTSt 8 (1962):
336-345.
4
Botterweck, p. 41.
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a t i t l e  o f honorJ Repeatedly throughout the w ritings of the sect
2
the poor are the objects o f God dealings. S ig n if ic a n tly , as in  many
of the Old Testament Psalms, i t  is  the experience of persecution, not
3
p rim arily  anything economic, as argued by Schubert, or ascetic , as 
defended by Gaster,^ th a t led the Teacher o f Righteousnes and the 
community to regard themselves as "poor."® I t  is  th e ir  acceptance of 
the "time of a fflic t io n "®  that provides the ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r them to  
see themselves as "poor." Furthermore, the prophetic eschatological 
theme of salvation fo r  the poor7 is c le a rly  re flec ted  in th e ir
Q
appropriation of Isa 61:1. For the Qumranites, as Seccombe notes, 
salvation was understood as "the property of the poor and of no
others, and th ere fo re , [they] had to see themselves as the poor since
- 9they were laying claim to Is ra e l's  salvation as th e ir  own."
^1QpH 12:3, 6, 10; c f . Bammel, p. 897.
21QM 11:9, 13; 13:12-14; 13:7; c f . Hodayot 2:32, 5:130-18.
®K. Schubert, c f .  B. Thiering, "The B ib lica l Source of Qumran 
Asceticism ," JBL 93 (1974):431.
A
Gaster, Dead Sea Scriptures, p. 13.
51QH 2:31-37; 3:23-28; 5 :13 -18 ;c f. 1QH 5 :2 1 ff; lApHab 11:17. 
61QS 5:6; 8:4,
71QM 10:1-12, 18; 13:1; 14:1.
Q
For a d eta iled  discussion o f the use of Isa 61:1-2 at 
Qumran, see J. A. Sanders "From Isaiah 61 to  Luke 4 ,"  in  J. Neusner, 
e d ., C h r is tia n ity , Judaism and Other Greco-Roman C ults, 5 vols.
(Lei den: £ . J. B r i l l ,  19/b), pp. 1:88-96.
g
Seccombe, p. 43.
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In summary, the poor in the Old Testament re ferred  to those 
in desperate m aterial need. In the P salter, i t  becomes c lear that 
th e ir  distress involves economic and p o lit ic a l hardships, with 
consequent oppression and su ffering . Yet, the c irc le  is  wider than 
these social i l l s .  I t  also includes sickness and d iffe re n t kinds of 
moral and re lig io u s  c o n flic ts  (despair, g u i l t ,  fe a r , and 
persecution). The helplessness of the poor drove them to a dependent 
re la tionsh ip  w ith God—who consistently throughout the Old Testament 
is  portrayed as the protector of the needy— fo r r e l ie f  and 
vind ication . This brings us to  the most unique fea tu re  about the poor 
in Scripture: the merging o f id e n tity  between the s o c ia lly  poor and
the re lig io u s ly  pious, as especially  re flec ted  in the words ' ani and 
' anaw/'anawim.
In the la t te r  chapters of Isa iah , "the poor" gains a co llec ­
tiv e  sense, representing Is rae l in its  desperate need of God's 
in tervention . In the context of Isa ian ic  prophecy the 'anawim are 
also envisioned as a group with a d e fin ite  eschatological destiny. 
The s o c ia l/re lig io u s  and eschatological notions present in the 
concept o f the poor and carried  over into la te r  intertestam ental 
w ritings with fu rth e r re fin in g  become the d is tin c tiv e  background 
against which the m i n i s t r y  o f Jesus, p a rtic u la r ly  in  the Gospel of 
Luke, must be understood. To id e n tify  these "poor" as a social class 
in the modern sense or as the p ro le ta r ia t, and then establish  
conclusions fo r modern ideological social action is  an unwarranted 
oversim plication and a d is to rtio n  of the b ib lic a l meaning.
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The Poor in  the Gospel of Luke
S ig n ifican t exegetical tra d itio n  has generally s p iritu a lize d
the meaning of the term poor. I t  has given to the notion an
exclusively fig u ra tiv e  and symbolical content, often considering the
references to the poor in the Gospels almost exclusively in a
"s p ir itu a l inward s e n s e , t h u s  minimizing the concrete socioeconomic
dimension of poverty in view in  Jesus' preaching. In th e ir  attempt
to correct such a one-sided emphasis, the theologians of lib e ra tio n ,
influenced by th e ir  M arxist-oriented analysis of society, tend to
2
equate the poor with the modern concept of c lass. Therefore they
read the same b ib lic a l texts as fu l l  of revolutionary import.
G utierrez in s is ts  on a near-exclusive socioeconomic in te rp re ta tio n  of
the Lukan references to the poor, suggesting tha t in the th ird  Gospel
the term ptochos re fers  exclusively to those who liv e  in a social
3situation charaterized by misery, inGigence, ana oppression.
As pointed out in  the second chapter of th is  work, three 
references to the poor in  Luke are of p a rticu la r significance for 
lib e ra tio n  theology's radical reading o f the Gospel: f i r s t ,  the
Nazareth Periocope (Luke 4 :15-21 ); second, the Lukan version of the 
Beatitude "blessed are you the poor" (Luke 6 :2 0 ); and f in a l ly  the
^William Manson, The Gospel of Luke (New York: Harper & 
Brothers, 1930), pp. 41-41T hor a c r it iq u e  of th is  tendency and
bib liographical references, see McAffee Brown, Theology in a New Key,
pp. 82-83; also Gort, "Gospel fo r the Poor?" p. 332.
2See G utierrez, "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," pp. 96, 112; 
c f. Escobar, "The Gospel and the Poor," p. 51.
JSee G utierrez, A Theology, pp. 297-299: above, p. 239.
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Magnificat (Luke 1 :4 6 -5 5 ).1 Luke's in te res t in the poor and the
2
c e n tra lity  he gives to them is  widely noted, and i t  seems apparent 
that his Gospel contains an unquestionable emphasis on the "gospel 
fo r the poor." Furthermore, we do agree w ith G utierrez that " i t  is  
impossible to avoid the concrete and 'm a te ria l' meaning which the 
term poor has fo r th is  evan g e lis t."3 The question remains, however, 
as to whether i t  exhausts the meaning of the concept, or whether Luke, 
in fa c t ,  understands the issue of poverty in the same way as the 
theologians of lib e ra tio n  might lik e  to see i t .  To th is  crucial
question we devote the f in a l pages of th is  discussion.
"Good News to the Poor"
On two c r i t ic a l  occasions in the Gospel according to Luke, 
Jesus in terprets  his mission in terms of bringing "good news to the 
poor." At his inaugural sermon in Nazareth (Lk 4 :16 -30 ), which
4
stands as a programmatic preface to his public m in is try , and again
Despite the affirm ation  of importance and c e n tra lity  of 
te x ts , however, they are hardly discussed in d e ta il by Gutierrez or 
any other lib e ra tio n  theologian. Dealing with the Lukan references to 
the poor, lib e ra tio n  theologians tend to s tring  these texts  together, 
in terpretin g  them from the perspective of th e ir  precommitment to the 
contemporary Latin  American s itu a tio n , without due regard to th e ir  
context or a tten tio n  to th e ir  Old Testament and Jewish backgrounds.
2
Dupont, Les beatitudes, 1:215. R. J. K arris even suggests 
that "the theme ot poor and rich  holds a key to the rich  storehouse 
of Luke-Acts" “Missionary Communities: A New Paradigm fo r the Study 
of Luke-Acts," CBQ 41 {1979):89. This emphasis, however, tending to 
transform Luke TrvEo a champion of the lower classes, should not be 
exaggerated (see Seccombe, pp. 187-189).
3
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 298.
^Luke's n arra tive  of Jesus' inaugural sermon at Nazareth is
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in  response to the question o f the imprisoned Baptist (Luke 7:18-23, 
c f .  Matt 1 1 :2 -6 ), Jesus announces his m in istry  as the fu lf i l lm e n t of 
the messianic prophecies o f Isa iah , p a rtic u la r ly  o f Isaiah 61:1 . The 
age of fu lf i l lm e n t has dawned, and he has come to euaggelisasthai 
ptochois.^
This much is  c le a r, but who are the poor to  whom the good 
2
news is  preached? Are they the so c ia lly  or economically poor?
today recognized by New Testament scholars as a c a re fu lly  wrought 
preview of the Lord's m in istry  (see J. Dupont, Etudes sur les Actes 
des Apotres [P aris : Les Editions du C erf, 1967], pT 406; E7
Schweizer, ine Good News According to Luke [A tlan ta: John Knox Press, 
1984], pp. 84-96; I .  H. M arshall, commentary on Luke [Grand Rapids, 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing C o .: 1979], pp. l/b -190; E. Samain, “Le 
discours-programme de Nazareth. Lc 4 ,16 -21 ," AssembSeign 20 [1973]: 
17-27; H. Conzelmann, The Theology of S t. Luke [New York: Harper and 
Brothers, 1960], pp. 34, 114, !Z2, 139, 221; rt. Tanneh ill, "The Mis­
sion o f Jesus According to  Luke IV 16-30," BZNW 40 [19723:51-75), or 
even a "microcosm of the whole o f Luke-Acts" CD. L. Tiede, Prophecy 
and History in Luke-Acts [P h iladelphia: Fortress, 1 9 8 0 ],—pi 547 
Jerome Kodell, "Luke’ s Gospel in  a Nutshell— Lk 4 :16 -30 ,"  BibThBul 8 
[1983 ]:16 -18). For the review o f work done on the Nazareth n arrative  
see H. Anderson, "The Rejection of Nazareth Pericope of Luke 4:16-30  
in  Light o f Recent C r it ic a l Trends," In terp  18 (1964):259-275.
\lesus* inaugural speech is in  fa c t a reading from Isa 61:1-
2 with one lin e  missing and a lin e  supplied from Isa 58:6. See H. J. 
B. Combrink, "The Structure and Significance of Luke 4:16-30 ,"  
Neotestamentica 7 (1973):27 -47; also Charles H. T a lb e rt, Reading 
Luke I New York: Crossroad, 1982), pp. 54-55); Seccombe, pp. 4b-b2.
^The id e n tity  of the poor in  Luke has been variously under­
stood. For a review of f iv e  main in te rp retatio n s  see Seccombee, 
Possessions and the Poor, pp. 23-34. Seccombe him self has strongly  
defended th a t "the"poor"' in Luke-Acts is  an appellation consistently  
applied to  Israe l as a whole nation in  need of God's salvation  
(21 -96). One wonders, however, i f  Seccombe takes in to  serious account 
the u n iv e rs a lis tic  and G entile  o rien tation  of the Luke-Acts corpus. 
Furthermore, Seccombe*s thesis seems correct from the perspective of 
the Jewish understanding o f Isa 61:1-2 , since they id e n tif ie d  
themselves as the benefic iary  "in group" of the poor (see James A. 
Sanders, "From Isaiah 61 to Luke 4," in  J. Neusner, ed. C h ris tia n ity , 
Judaism and Other Greco-Roman Cults [Leiden: E. J. B r i11, T97FT7
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Are they the s p ir itu a lly  poor? Or does the term in the mind of Luke 
somehow include a ll  these dimensions? For lib e ra tio n  theologians, as 
we have noticed, there is  no question th a t the term "poor" here is  
r e s t r ic t iv e , applying only to  those who are m ate ria lly  poor. The 
poor are exclusively a social group, the economically oppressed and 
deprived classes, and the lib e ra tio n  preached to them is  the l i t e r a l  
lib e ra tio n  from th e ir  s itu a tio n . The u ltim ate im plications of th is  
understanding have been a c la s s is t and m a te ria lis tic  notion of the 
"gospel fo r  the poor,"^ which ra d ic a lly  a ffec ts  the Id e n tity  and the 
mission o f the Church.
One of the main evidences fo r the lib e ra tio n is t one-sided
2
vision of the poor in Luke is  the use of the word ptochos. The term
occurs th ir ty -fo u r  times in  the New Testament; twenty times in the
3
Synoptics, and of these ten times in Luke. Out of these ten ptochos
1:75-106). However, is  i t  not precisely  at th is  point th a t Jesus 
d iffe rs  ra d ic a lly  from the Jewish view? Jesus' c ita tio n  of the 
gracious acts of E lija h  and Elisha toward the outsiders (Luke 
4:25-27) shows th a t he did not subscribe any exc lu s iv is t in te r ­
p reta tion  of the poor of the Isa ian ic  prophecy. Furthermore, some 
in te rp re te rs  have maintained th a t "the Poor" in  Luke was a technical 
self-designation  of the early  church. See H. Lietzmann, A History of 
the Church (Cleveland: World Publishing Co., 1961), pp. 62, 183; M. 
Goguel, [he Prim itive  Church (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1964), p. 
141. Leander E. Keck cogently refutes th is  view. See "The Poor among 
the Saints in  the New Testament," ZNW 56 (1965): 112. From th is  
d iv e rs ity  of understandings one can grasp the controversial character 
of the issue. See also Chris Wigglesworth "Evangelical Views of the 
Poor and Social Ethics Today," TyndaleBu1 35 (1984):161-184.
^See Gort, pp. 323-354.
2
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 305, n . 42.
^Cf. George V. Wigram, The Englishman's Greek Concordance of 
the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 19/91, p. 673.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
363
references--which appear in e ight separate Lukan contexts--in  six
the word has an unquestionable, straightforward l i t e r a l  sense. In
these instances, Luke gives the impression that the ptochos was
someone completely unable to l iv e  without charitab le  assistance.1
In four references, however,—Luke 4:18, 6:20, 7:22, and
14:21--the meaning o f "the poor" is  ambiguous. Should the clear
notion of economic d estitu tio n  of the f i r s t  group of tex ts , as
G utierrez seems to  suggest, determine the meaning o f poverty where
the contexts ind icate  a more complex understanding? Caution here is
necessary. F irs t o f a l l ,  in each of these "ambiguous" cases the Lukan
texts  take th e ir  d is tin c t theological character from an
2
eschatological understanding of Isa 61:1-2 . Thus ptochos in these 
references, as Crokett ind icates, is  dependent on the 'anawim of Isa
3
61:1-2 fo r i ts  meaning.
A poor widow with only one s ix ty -fo u rth  of a denarius (Luke 
21:2) or a beggar at a rich man's gate (16 :20 ). The ptochos is  the 
rec ip ien t of alms (18:22; 19:20), on a level with the lame and the 
blind who are unable to  make any repayment fo r what they are given 
(14 :13). See Seccombe, p. 31. These notions are in  complete harmony 
with the o rig in a l Greek meaning of ptochos, which denotes the idea of 
complete d e s titu tio n , forcing the poor to  seek the help of others by 
begging. See F. Hauck, "Ptochos," pp. 886-887.
^See Dupont, Les Beatitudes, 2:90-142; Seccombe, pp. 35-59; 
J. Schmitt, "L 'oracle  d ' l s . ,  LXI. e t sa re lecture  par Jesus," RScRel 
54 (1980):97 -108); Crockett, p. 351; J. A. Sanders, "Isaiah in Luke," 
In terp  36 (1982):144-155.
Crockett, p. 351. Ptochos is  the word used to  tran s la te  the 
'anawim o f Isa 61:1, the very Hebrew word which lay behind the Greek 
ptochos in  Luke 4:18. When employed in the LXX as an equivalent of 
'anaw (a word which has been adopted in to  the l ite ra tu re  of a 
theology o f grace and which should not be s te reo typ ic a lly  translated  
"poor" in the modern sense), as Kelly remarks, ptochos, may not be 
presumed to  mean exclusively actual poverty (p. 18) .
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Second, although the word ptochos in Greek l ite ra tu re  re fers
to an exclusively socioeconomic condition,^ and in the Old Testament
Septuagint as the trans la tion  fo r the fiv e  main Hebrew terms fo r poor
the word takes cn the nuance of the Jewish background. Ptochos, thus,
in many instances, combines the ideas of weakness and re liance upon
Yahweh and describes "those who are poor and dependent upon God's 
2
favo r."  Furthermore, ptochos, the most common word in the LXX fo r  
poor (93 tim es), is  used 39 times to tran s la te  'a n i, the Hebrew word 
which expresses the complex character of b ib lic a l poverty and covers 
a wide range of human su ffering , not lim ited  to economic 
deprivation.^
F in a lly , lim itin g  the term ptochos to the l i t e r a l  meaning 
expressed in the Lukan texts which re fe r to the poor as those in 
need of charitab le  assistance, and thus regarding the ptochoi of Luke
poor as those in need of charitab le  assistance, and thus regarding
the ptochoi of Luke 4:18; 6:20, e tc .,  as a p a rticu la r social group, 
amounts to regard the poor as a group apart from Jesus and his 
discip les (a notion to which no lib e ra tio n  theologians would
^See Hauck, ib id . In view of the methaporical p la s t ic ity  of 
the main Hebrew words i t  trans la tes  we should not presume to construe 
ptochos exclusively in  the Greek sense, unless the context ju s t i f ie s  
i t  (see K elly , p. 16).
2
I .  H. M a rs h a l l ,  Luke, H is to r ia n  and Theo log ian , p . 123. 
S ep tu a g in ta l usage o f  the term makes t h i s  tw o fo ld  emphasis e v id e n t .  
See Edwin Hatch and Henry A. Redpath, A Concordance to  the  Septuag in t  
and the Other Greek Versions o f  the  Old Testament, 3 v o ls .  (Oxford:  
me Clarendon Press, 1897), 2 :1 2 3 9 -1 2 4 0 .
35ee Helio M. Nunez, " 'A n i, ptochos, pobre," EsBil 25 (1966):
192-205. David, "Who Are the Poor," p. 224.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
365
subscribe), since as c le a rly  indicated by the contexts of l i t e r a l
meaning, the former are alms-takers and the la t te r  are alms-givers.
Turning our a tten tion  to the Nazareth n a rra tive , we must keep
in mind th a t Luke 4:13, is in  fa c t almost a d ire c t quotation of Isa
61:1-2 , the key te x t c ited  by Jesus as Scriptural au thority  fo r his
messianic work. As indicated e a r l ie r ,  th is  Isa ian ic  passage is a
descrip tive  climax of the prophet's vision of the glorious future fo r
"the poor," mainly understood as Israe l in its  condition of
desolation. The poverty of the 'anawim here, as in some of the
2
Psalms, is  described in  qu ite  a comprehensive sense. The 1 anawim of 
Isa 61:1-2 are not seen p rim arily  in terms o f socioeconomic status, 
but in  connection w ith the great need and d istress of those who are 
helpless and thrown empty-handed on God's mercy.
In  Luke 4:18 the release m otif of the Isa ian ic  prophecy is  
recast in to  the pattern  o f fu lf i l lm e n t . Jesus is , in  fa c t, the 
eschatological prophet,^ and his time is  the era of salvation . His
This is  most s tr ik in g ly  il lu s tra te d  in  Mark 14:7: "For you
always have the poor w ith you, and whenever you w i l l ,  you can do good 
to them." For a useful corrective  to  the common idea th a t Jesus was 
penniless, see C. W. Buchanan, "Jesus and the Upper Class," NovTest 7 
(1964):195-209; Seccombe, p. 32.
2
See above, pp. 343-344.
O
The Isa 61:1 c ita t io n  in Luke 4 :18 f functions as the 
scrip tu ra l leg itim atio n  and fundamental premise fo r  the prophetic 
nature of Jesus's mission. In the language of Isa 6 1 :I f f ,  he is  
annointed with the S p ir it  (Luke 1:35; 3:21; 4 :1 , 14, 18) and thereby 
endowed with power fo r  his prophetic mission of euaggelisasthai 
ptochois. Luke T. Johnson, The L ite ra ry  Function of Possessions in 
Luke-Acts (Missoula: Scholars Press, 19/7), pp. 9Tt96. Dupont, Beatitudes, 
I I :  123-142; G. W. H. Lampe, "The Lucan P o rtra it  of Christ" NTSt 2 
(1955-1956):160-175); Marshall, Luke H is to rian , pp. 124-128.
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mission, id e n tifie d  with the fu lf i l lm e n t of Isa 61:1-2 , is  expressed 
succinctly as euaggelisasthai ptochois. The "Good News," as defined 
by the rest of Luke 4:18, is  made up of: freedom fo r the captives, 
restoring the sight o f the b lin d , release of the oppressed, and 
proclamation o f the year o f the Lord's favor. The poor, seen as a 
group w ith a d e fin ite  eschatological destiny, the object of the 
messianic age, are thus described as "the captive," "the blind," and 
"the oppressed." In an a ll  inclusive sense, the poor--whoever they 
may be—are those who benefit from Jesus' mission and find  release  
through him. The m a te ria lly  poor and d estitu te  are undoubtedly 
included. In fa c t ,  the messianic age is  revealed and ty p ifie d  in 
terms of acts of l i t e r a l  lib e ra tio n .^  Jesus' message is  not merely a
Some scholars see Jesus' reference to the "acceptable year 
of the Lord" (Luke 4:19) as a proclamation of a l i t e r a l  Jubilee, by 
which much of his e th ics , p a rtic u la r ly  those re la tin g  to possessions 
and the poor, can be explained. See Andre Trocme, Jesus and the 
Nonviolent Revolution (Scottdale, Pennsylvania: Herald Press, 19/31, 
pp. 2 7 ft. In the same vein , John Yoder, in his The P o lit ic s  of Jesus 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. 8. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 19 /3), concludes tha t 
the Year o f Jubilee,as proclaimed by Jesus, is  a mainly social event. 
Contrary to  Yoder, Robert Sloan contends th a t the Year of the Jubilee  
as proclaimed by Jesus re fe rs  to both social and s p ir itu a l release. 
The Favorable Year of the Lord, A Study of Jubilary Theology in the 
Gospel of Luke (Austin: Schola Press, 1 9 / / ) .  Some support to r the 
Jubilee in te rp re ta tio n  in  Luke seems to be derived from A. S trobel's  
calcu lation  th a t A. D. 26/27— taken as the year Jesus began his 
m in istry—was a Jubilee year, the tenth a fte r  tha t in s titu te d  by 
Ezra. "Das apokalyptische Terminproblem in der sogen. A n trittsp red ig t 
Jesu (Lk 4 ,1 6 -3 0 ),"  TLZ 92 (1967):251-254; also S trobel, "Die
Ausrufung des JobeljaRrs’ in  der Nazarethpredigt Jesu," BZNW 40
(1972): 38-50. S ig n if ic a n tly , the main lib e ra tio n  theologians do not
explore the idea of a l i t e r a l  Jubilee. Writing from the perspective 
of lib e ra tio n  theology, Thomas Hanks, however, defends the thesis
that in  his appropriation of the notion, Jesus implied the
socioeconomic revolution prescribed by the Jubilee (Opresion, Pobreza 
y L iberation [Miami: E d ito ria l Caribe, 1982], pp. 142-I / 9 ) .
One may agree th a t the quotation in the Nazareth sermon
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proclamation in  the p red ictive  sense, i . e .  tha t God is  going to save, 
and bring deliverance,^ as in  Isa 61:1-2 . In e ffe c t, euaggelisasthai 
is  not ju s t speaking and preaching. I t  is  a proclamation with fu l l  
au th o rity , in  which signs and wonders fo llow  the word. Jesus' message 
of "good news" imparts so teria  and creates a healthy state  in every 
respect. However, the lib e ra tio n  of the m ate ria lly  oppressed hardly 
exhausts the content of the good news. George Rice has pointedly  
indicated tha t the pericopes immediately follow ing Jesus' 
programmatic sermon at Nazareth them atically  in te rp re t Luke's use of 
the Isaiah prophecy. The "release" (aphesin) to be achieved through
probably evoked the idea of Jubilee , especially since eschatological 
and messianic in te rp retatio n s  o f Isa 61:1-2 were current in the 
Palestin ian  m ilieu (1QH 18:14; HQMelch; c f. Seccombe, pp. 52-55; 
Schweizer, Good News According to Luke, pp. 88-89). But, even i f  
Jesus' m inistry began with a Jubilee year (a theory which according 
to Schweizer "requires a good measure of fantasy," p. 89 ), i t  is 
u n like ly  th a t Jesus' reference to  the "acceptable year of the Lord" 
was mechanically tie d  to  the l i t e r a l  Jubilee year, or tha t he 
appealed to  the fu lf i l lm e n t of le g a lis t ic  Mosaic prescriptions as the 
requirement fo r entrance in to  the kingdom (c f. Yoder, The P o litic s  of 
Jesus, p. 74). As Seccombe cogently argues: (1) there is  no
in d ica tion  th a t Jesus demanded the most important and ch arac te ris tic  
provision of the Jubilee: return to ancestral property; (2) the 
re je c tio n  of Jesus in  the account of the Nazareth episode is not 
connected with any demand he made (as Hanks seems to suggest, 
Opression, Pobreza, pp. 149-150): i t  is  a re jection  of his person; 
(3) in  a l i t e r a l  Jubilee only those who were holding the lands of 
others would be required to  leave them; the dispossessed would be 
returning to  th e ir  homes, and thus a lib e ra tio n  Jubilee could hardly 
be the explanation fo r the renunciation of property; and f in a l ly ,  (4) 
Luke makes nothing of the Jubilee, with a l l  i ts  economic 
stringencies, in  a l i t e r a l  sense (pp. 55-56). I t  is  more probable 
th a t the Jubilee m otif behind Jesus' reading was re la ted  to the 
tra d it io n a l imagery o f the eschaton, as suggested by Isa 61:1-2 and 
in  Qumran l ite ra tu re . Thus, "the time of salvation is  the time of 
God's Jubilee. In proclaiming the la t te r  Jesus proclaims the former" 
(Seccombe p. 56; P ilgrim , Good News, pp. 71-72).
^ e e  Friedrich  Biichsel, "Euaggelizomai,"  TDNT, 2:720.
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Jesus' m inistry embraces an all-encompassing re lease. Release from 
(1) Satan's power (c f. 4 :3 1 -4 4 ),  ^ (2) the power of sin (c f. 5 :1 -32 ),^
George Rice "Luke 4:31-44: Release fo r the Captives,"
AUSS 20 (1982):23-28. in the same context we fin d  Jesus' exorcism ac 
Capernaum (4 :3 1 -36 ), the healing of Simon's mother-law from "a high 
fever" (4:38-39) through a verbal rebuke (v . 39) in the fashion of an 
act o f exorcism (Joseph D ille rsb erg er, The Gospel o f St Luke 
[Westminster: Fortress Press, 1958], p. 1901 cFl Rice, pi 26 ), ami 
Jesus' exorcising many demons (v. 40 ). A ll these references placed by 
Luke in connection with Jesus' programatic sermon, seem to  indicate  
the way the evangelist perceives Isa iah 's  vision of the eschato­
log ica l "release" (aphesis) of the "captives" (a ichamalotos) . The 
"captives" here can hardly be lim ited  to those in economic Pondage, 
as Dussel seems to  suggest ("An In ternational D iv is ion ," p. 334). In 
the Old Testament, aichmalotos is  used s t r ic t ly  as meaning "captives 
of war," those who stand in  special need of God's help (see K it te l ,  
"aichmalotos," TDNT 1:195). S ig n if ic a n tly , in  Acts 10:38-42 Luke 
presents a summary of Jesus' m inistry in terms of Luke 4:18. A fter 
the reference to the anointing of Jesus (c f . Luke 3:22; 4 :1 8 ), there  
follows a description of what Jesus did: ". . . he went around doing 
good and healing a ll who were under the power of the devil"  (Acts 
10:38). There is  here a strong ind ication  that Luke understood Jesus' 
m inistry  as an irdoing of the works of the devil (c f . Luke 13:16) thus 
he could equate Jesus' work of healing with the "release" of the 
prisoners/oppressed. This notion is  understandable when we keep in  
mind that in  the Jewish view, sickness was not only re lated  to sin 
but could also be traced to  possession by demons (see U lrich Busse, 
Pie Wunder der Propheten Jesus: Die Rezeption, Komposition und
In te rp re ta tio n  der Wundertradition im bvangeiium des Lukas 
LStuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 197 /], pp. 79,11; c f. W. bcnrage, 
"tuphlos," TDNT 8:283). Not surpris ing ly , W. C. Robinson sees the 
m inistry  of Jesus as presented by Luke as the inauguration of a 
"Satanless" period. The Way of the Lord. A Study of History and 
Eschatology in the Go~speT ot Luke, pp. 38-42.
^G. Rice, "Luke's Thematic Use of the Call to D isc ip lesh ip ," 
AUSS 19 (1981):51-58. In contrast to  Matthew and Mark, Luke situates  
the c a ll to  the d isc ip les , which ends with Peter's  dramatic 
confession of sinfulness (Luke 5 :1 -1 1 ), and juxtaposed to the 
peri copes o f the leper (5:12-16) and the p a ra ly tic  (5 :1 7 :39 ), in a 
completely d iffe re n t chronological se ttin g . In Luke these events 
fo llow  Jesus' proclamation of the program of the kingdom at Nazareth. 
The common element in these narratives is  the issue of Jesus 
confronting and forgiving sin (5 :8 ; 12-16; 24). Thus, as Rice
suggests, Luke, according to his perception of the Isa 61:1-2, 
arranges these pericopes as a thematic in te rp re ta tio n  of the release  
(aphesei) from sin to  be achieved through Jesus (4 :1 8 ). I t  should be
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and (3) c u lt ic  tra d it io n  (5 :3 3 -6 :1 1 ).1 What is involved in th is  
t r ip le  lib e ra tio n  is  not a question of a mere " s p ir itu a liz a tio n ,"  but 
release in  i ts  fu l le s t  sense,— restoration of health , and freedom 
from the burdens which secluded, crushed, and destroyed human beings.
The object of the Good News
In the lig h t o f Luke's u n iv e rs a lis tic  understanding of the 
"good news"* and of his comprehensive view of the release brought
noted th a t aphesis (re lease) appears 10 times in  Luke/Acts meaning 
exclusively "forgiveness." E. Klostermann ("Das Lukasevangelium," 
HbNT 5 C1975]:63), and R. Tannehill ("The Mission of Jesus," pp. 66, 
79) argue th a t the association of Isa 61:1-2 with Isa 58:6 in Luke 
4:18 is  based on the catchword aphesis, in the in te res t of the 
c e n tra lity  of forgiveness in Luke's underscanding of Jesus' mission 
(c f. Lampe Luke, p. 828). Furthermore, in almost every usage of 
aphesis in Lukan w ritin g s , the word is  accompanied by hamartia (s in ). 
Cf. Luke 1:77; 3:3; 24:47; Acts 2:38; 5:31; 10:43; 13:38; 26: 18; R. 
Bultmann, "aphiemi, aphesis," TDNT 1:511. I t  seems, however, that 
aphesis fo r Luke means "forgiveness" in i ts  fu l le s t  sense, including 
restoration  to health and release from the bondage of Satan.
1G. Rice, "Luke 5:33-6:11: Release from C u ltic  Tradition" 
AUSS, 30 (1982):172-132. Also following the Nazareth event, the block 
of m aterial at question here deals with the issue of fasting  
(5 :2 7 -3 2 ); Jesus' i l lu s tra t io n s  of the new patch/old garment and new 
wine/old wine skins (vs 36-38), and two sabbath pericopcs (5:1-5; 
6 :6 -1 1 ). The release m otif is  the logical connection between these 
pericopes. They are il lu s tra t io n s  of Jesus' bringing release to those 
who were burdened and marginalized w ithin the s o c ia l-re lig io u s  Jewish 
system, by the weight o f man-made re s tric tio n s  (see Rice, p. 132).
^Euaggelizomai is used 25 times in Luke's w ritings and 
consistently carries  with i t  the idea of salvation (F ried rich , p. 
709). Furthermore, there is  no re s tr ic tio n  in Luke's Gospel on the 
scope of th is  "evangelization" (Luke 4:43; 8:1; 9 :6 ). In Acts the 
scope of "evangelization" is  widened to  include the Gentiles (Acts 
8 :4 , 12, 25, 40; 11:20, 32; 14:7, 15, 21; 15:35; 16:10; 17:18). In 
Acts 8:35 the Ethiopian eunuch, scarcely a representative of an 
economically or so c ia lly  deprived class, is  "evangelized." In the 
l ig h t of these evidences, i t  is  hardly probable th a t fo r  Luke "the 
poor" who are the recip ien ts  of the "evangel" and the object of God's 
salvation were thought o f as one social class (Seccombe. pp. 63-66).
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by Jesus, i t  is  quite improbable that he thought of Jesus' mission as 
oriented exclusively or even prim arily  to a p a rtic u la r social 
grouping.^ Although "the poor" included those who were m ateria lly  
deprived, as Jeremias notes,"the c irc le  of the poor is w i d e r . I n  
fa c t ,  careful attention  to Luke's reference to the poor in the 
crucial texts we are considering, shows that the emphasis is never 
placed on poverty as an economic condition but on i ts  outcast 
status . On th is  basis, as Johnson has argued, the term "pcor" in  
these Lukan passages functions more as a c la s s if ic a tio n  fo r a 
condition of being in the world than a description of economic
3
s itu atio n  of ind ividuals.
In Luke 4:18, 7:22 and 14:21, Johnson notes,4 the poor are 
lis te d  with other unfortunates to whom the good news of God's
To see one social group as the "special addressees" of the 
"good news" Jesus proclaims is  a contradiction to the very tenor of 
the n arrative  of Luke 4:16-30. As i l lu s tra te d  by the reference to 
E lija h  and Elisha, who are said to help those outside Israe l (Luke 
4:24 -27 ), Luke stresses the universal nature of Jesus' mission. The 
examples, which reDuke the parochially  minded Jews of Nazareth and 
expose a ll  ethnic and group s o lid a r ity , make evident that God's w ill  
to save through His prophet is  wider than any bound and transcends 
human set lim its . As Sanders notes, by the juxtaposition of the acts 
of E lija h  and Elisha end Isa 61, Jesus c le a rly  shows that the words 
meaning poor, captive, b lind and oppressed do not apply exclusively  
to any in-group ("From Isaiah 61," p. 9 7 ). The universal character of 
Jesus' mission is  precisely the cause o f his re je c tio n . See R. C. 
Tannehill, "The Mission of Jesus according to Luke IV, 16-30" in Jesus 
in Nazareth, ed., Erich Grefoer et al. [B e rlin : Walter de Gruyter, 1972J, 
p. 62; Sanders, p. 97 ).
‘‘Joachim Jeremias, New Testament Theoloqy (New York: Charles 
Scribners Sons, 1971), p. 1TJI
3
Johnson, The L ite rary  Function, p. 132.
4 Ib id . ,  pp. 133-140.
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v is ita t io n  comes: the b lin d , the cripp led , and the lame. Although
these l is ts  may at f i r s t  appear to be random and without theological 
s ign ificance, th is  is  not at a ll  the case. A close analysis reveals 
th a t these groupings, i . e . ,  the crippled, lame and blind--excluding  
the poor— are precisely the types of "blemish" found in Lev 21:21-18
and described as prohibited from p a rtic ip a tin g  in the c u lt of
1 2 Is ra e l. With additional evidences from Qumran, these unfortunates
lis te d  by Luke were not only weighted with misery, but, outcast,
re jected from f u l l  p a rtic ip a tio n  in the l i f e  of the people.
S ig n ific a n tly , although the poor were not counted among the
3
r i tu a l ly  blemished, the Lukan Jesus consistently  included them in 
eacn of these l is t s ,  suggesting that in the eyes of men they were 
ju s t as rejected as the other frin g e  groups. This seems precisely to 
be the dominant m otif undergirding Luke's thematic references to "the 
poor," they are the marginalized people w ith in  the Jewish system. For
^Cf. 2 Sam 5:8; see Johnson, p. 133.
2
In Qumran, the cripp led , the blind and physically  blemished 
were excluded from the community. In the Scroll of the Rule, "every 
person smitten in  his f le s h , paralysed in his fe e t or hands, lame or 
blind or deaf . . .  is  unable to stand firm  in the midst of the 
Congregation" (IQSa 2 :5 -6 ) .  According to the War of the Sons of 
Lic|ht against the Sons of Darkness, "no lame man, nor b lin d , nor 
crippled'" was worthy to jo in  in the fin a l eschatological war between 
the e le c t and hosts o f B e lia l or take part in the Messianic Banquet 
(1QM 7 :4 -5 ) . Within P alestin ian society i t s e l f ,  under the influence  
of the Jewish dogma of re tr ib u tiv e  punishment, lepers were outcasts 
and the b lin d , deaf, dumb and beggars were forbidden to enter the 
holy place in the temple (see P ilg rim , Good News, p. 74).
3
In rabbinic l i te ra tu re  of the tim e, however, poverty stood 
under a cloud of suspicion, and the term ‘ annym was used as a label 
of opprobrium fo r those too poor to keep EEe law (see Bammel, pp. 
901-902; see Quelich, p. 69, P ilg rim , pp. 37-38).
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Luke, "the poor" are not merely those without m aterial possessions. 
Taken in  a very broad sense, the ptochoi include the despised, the 
i l l - t r e a te d ,  the helpless, the disreputable and marginalized by men. 
The term is  descrip tive  of a ll  those who lived  on the margin of 
society, economically, s o c ia lly , e th ic a lly , and re lig io u s ly , and 
consequently were in  most need of d ivine help. To these declasses, in 
complete harmony with the Old Testament, Jesus shows p re fe ren tia l 
so lic itu d e . To them the good news is  proclaimed, o ffe rin g  acceptance, 
a new status and worth before God and humanity.
I t  seems th a t the decisive confirmation fo r  the understanding 
of "the poor" as a broad characterization  of the outcast groups 
emerges from a close analysis of those who gathered around Jesus. 
Here, i t  becomes c lear th a t while Luke is s ile n t regarding the 
poverty of those who responded to  Jesus' proclamation, he consistenly  
makes the spotlight f a l l  on th e ir  outcast status, and th is  under his 
fa v o rite  rubric  of "sinners and tax -co llec to rs" (Luke 5:5-30; 7:34; 
1 5:1 -2 ). In fa c t, Luke frames the e n tire  public m inistry of Jesus 
w ith in  two ch ris to lo g ica l a ffirm ations: the Son of Man came to "call 
sinners to repentance" (Luke 5 :32 ), and to "save the lost" (1 9 :1 0 )J
Jesus not only saw his mission as being to the "lost and 
sinners" but also won the reputation of being the "friend  of the
^Although th is  theme finds expression in  a number of Lukan 
texts  (c f . Luke 7:36-50; 18:9-14; 19:1-10), i ts  central exh ib it
occurs in Luke 15, a chapter described by Schiirmann as "the gospel 
w ith in  the gospel" (Das Lukasevangelium, p. 85). Here the Lukan Jesus 
presents a set of parables I"The Lost Sheep," "The Lost Coin" and 
"the Prodigal Son") in  defense o f his association with and o ffe r  of 
salvation to the outcasts.
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tax -co llec to rs  and sinners" (Luke 7 :34 ). Although he doubtless was 
concerned with the poor and downtrodden, the charge against him, i t  
should be noted, was not th a t he loved the economically impoverished, 
but th a t he associated with the "sinners." The designation "sinner,"  
however, as Jeremias notes, in the world of Jesus had a quite
d e fin ite  ring.^ I t  included people who were notoriously marked by
2
re lig io u s  ignorance, lumped together as the 'arnme ha 'a re tz . Their 
poverty consisted not so much in economic deprivation as in the fac t 
th a t they did not know or practice the complicated provisions of the 
law,^ and thus were rejected by the pious representatives of the 
Jewish re lig io u s  society (John 7:49; Luke 18:9-14).^  Furthermore, as
Jerem ias, New testament Theology, p. 109.
2
'Amme ha 'a re tz  is  a name which carries  a derogatory con­
notation TrPraBBTnTcaT lite ra tu re , meaning the "common people," the 
masses, generally the uneducated people who did not belong to the 
established re lig io u s  order. Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978)- pp. 266-267 ;  Herman L. Strack 
and Paul B illerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und 
Midrasch, 5 vols. (Munich: C. H. Beck, I9 Z Z - I9 5 5 ) ,  2 :494 . See also
the appendix by G. F. Moore, "the am ha-ares (the people of the land) 
anH the haberim (associates)," in Foakes Jackson and Kirsopp Lake, 
The Beginnings of C h ris tia n ity , 6. vols. (London: Macmillan Co. 1942),
!:439-445; S." "ZeT t \ in , '""Tfie' Am Haarez," JQR 23 (1932):45-61. E. P. 
Sanders re jec ts  Jeremias1 id e n tif ic a tio n  o f the "sinners" with the 
'amme ha 'a re tz  and argues that they were the tru ly  wicked. Jesus and 
Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), pp. 174-211). There is  
no need to  enter in to  th is  debate here, since both agree that the 
d e s ig n a t io n  "c-inngrs" wac not re la ted  to  economic conditions.
3
See Moore, "The am ha-ares" pp. 441-442; c f . A. Oppenheimer, 
The 'Am Ha-aretz (Leiden: E. J. B r i l l ,  1977), pp. 2 0 ff.
^For rabbinic passages a ttes tin g  the contempt toward those 
uneducated in  the Law, the ordinary, untutored people, the 'am ha' 
a re tz , see Strack and B illerb eck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament, 
2 :4 9 4 .  The "poor" who were ignorant ot the law were already a problem
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indicated by rabbinic sources, among the outcasts we find  those
engaged in  despised trades, or occupations which in public opinion
carried  a social stigm a.1 The " ta x -co llec to rs ,"  fo r example, who
could c e rta in ly  be called  "rich" in economic terms, had money but,
2
because o f th e ir  disreputable occupation, lacked acceptance. Thus 
" i t  was with horror tha t Jesus accepted a t o l l  c o llec to r in to  the 
inner c irc le  o f his companions and th a t he announced the message of
in Jeremiah's tim e. See Jer 5:4 where the prophet seeks to excuse 
them. Cf. Raymond Brown, The Gospel o f John (Garden C ity , New York: 
Doubleday & Company, 1981), p"! 32b, n. 49 ); Joachim Jeremias,
Jerusalem, p. 259. According to n il l e i ,  "no 'am ha-aretz is  
re lig io u s" (Moore Judaism, p. 160). From the perspective of the 
Pharisees v ir tu a lly  a ll  the 'amme ha 'a re tz  would be sinners (see 
Jeremias, "Zdlner und Sunder," ZNW 30 L1931]:293-300), and to s it  in  
the synagogue close to the 'ammeTa 'a re tz  was considered one of the 
causes of death (Moore, "The am ha-ares" p. 443). Hardly surprising, 
there was among the Pharisees the b e lie f th a t they were not obligated  
to love the 'amme ha 'aretz  (Strack and B illerbeck, 4 :840-841).
Jerem ias, New Testament Theology, pp. 109-111.  In his 
Jerusalem (pp. 301-3T5T7 Jeremias presents a lengthy treatment of 
those occupations which were considered disreputable in the eyes of 
the Jews. Among others, physicians, shepherds, ta i lo r s ,  barbers, 
butchers, and espec ia lly  the ta x -c o lle c to rs —because being engaged in  
occupations which, according to common thought, led to degradation, 
im morality, or dishonesty—were avoided and condemned (fo r the 
rabbinic sources see also B illerbeck 2 :1 13 f f ) .  The shepherds in  the 
story o f Jesus' b ir th  probably foreshadow the Lukan pattern of God's 
in v ita t io n  to the outcast. Despised and considered as disreputable  
(Jeremias, ib id .;  L. S chottro ff and M. Stegemann, Jesus von Nazareth 
[S tu ttg a rt: Kohlhammer, 1978] ,  p. 2 5 ) ,  they are the last people one 
would have thought worthy to  witness the b irth  o f Messiah (Luke 2 : 8 -  
20) and hear the angelic proclamation of the "good news of great joy" 
( 2 : 1 0 ) .  Nevertheless they stand as representatives of the “poor," 
those to  whom the good news is extended.
^Jeremias, "Zo llner und Sunder," pp. 293-300. For a d i f -  
erent approach to  the "sinners," see Norman P errin , Rediscovering the 
Teaching of Jesus (New York: Harper and Row, 1967), pp. 93-102. A 
synthesis o f Jeremias' and P errin 's  views can be found in  John R. 
Donahue, "Tax-Collectors and Sinners," CBQ 33 (1971):39-61.
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salvation to those despised by the people."^ This association with
the re lig io u s ly  and s o c ia lly  ostracized was at the heart of the
offence caused by Jesus' m inistry in  the eyes of the "pious." Yet,
Luke leaves no doubt th a t i t  is  precisely to these people, broadly
characterized as "poor," that the good news of salvation is  addressed
and they are the ones who responded to i t .
To understand Jesus’ association with these people in terms
of p o lit ic a l and sectarian partisanship, or to conceive his followers
as members of the p ro le ta r ia t , is  not only an anachronist conclusion,
but above a ll  a fa ilu re  to grasp the basic re lig io u s  motivation and
vision of Jesus' proclamation. Besides, according to the unanimous
testimony of the Gospels, Jesus, from the beginning to the end of his
2
m inistry was tempted to become a leader of a social revo lution ,
which in the mind of the w riters  could have been successful. This 
option, however, he consistently  la id  aside. Admittedly, Jesus shed 
c r it ic a l  lig h t on the social in justices  of his day, and re la tiv iz e d
3
a ll  the ru ling  powers, but lib e ra tio n  theology's p icture  of him as 
a champion of the dispossessed p ro le ta r ia t is  nowhere near the tru th . 
In fa c t ,  to transform Jesus in to  a " p o lit ic a l reb e l,"  a forerunner of 
modern 1ib e ra tio n is t movements, or a model fo r rad ical Christians on
Jerem ias , "Zo llner und Sunder," p. 300
See Cullmann, Jesus et les revolutionnaires de son temps, 
p. 17-36); c f .  Martin Hengel, was desus a K evo lu tion ist? 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975); c f .  Henqe l , C hrist and Power 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977).
^See Cassidy, Jesus, P o lit ic s  and Society, pp. 20-62.
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the basis of his in te res t in  the poor, is  a fla g ran t misapprehension 
of his m inistry and of the textua l evidence.
Blessed are the poor"
From lib e ra tio n  theology's understanding of the Lukan 
version of the beatitude-: "makarioi hoi ptochoi hoti humetera estin  
he b a s ile ia  tou theou" (Luke 6 :2 0 ), two main notions emerge, 
converging to strengthen the cause of lib e ra tio n .
F irs t ,  as p a rtic u la r ly  noticeable in G utierrez' three-page
analysis of the te x t, a new rad ica l in te rp re ta tio n  of the meaning of
Jesus' words occurs. The poor, understood exclusively as the
economically deprived, are blessed because they need and welcome
change. Thus, as Neuhaus, notes, "they are the avant-garde of the
re v o lu tio n ."1 Second, the in te rp re ta tio n  of the te x t seems to  supply
lib e ra tio n  theology with the id e a lis t ic  view that the poor are a
m orally superior group. Dussel has claimed th a t since the kingdom of
God stands in  contrast to  the p reva ilin g  system and since the poor
are not a constituent part of the system, they are the people of God
and therefore  "the active  subjects and c arrie rs  of the kingdom of
God." Quoting the beatitude in  Luke 6:20, he adds,
For inasmuch as the poor are not subjects of the system,
. . . they are the s u b jec t-ca rrie rs  of the kingdom who
Neuhaus, "L iberation  as Program and Promise," p. 155. For 
C roatto , the beatitudes convey God's c a ll to  the process of 
l ib e ra tio n . They are "a summons to  the oppressed to  recognize the 
'signs of tim es,' and fu l l  o f hope, to  set out on the long march to  
lib e ra tio n "  (Exodus, p. 57, c f .  above).
^Dussel, "The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 124
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co-labor to  build  i t .  By being oppressed (and by th a t non­
sinners, thus righteous) and active lib era to rs  (as members of 
the people), the poor are the subjects of the kingdom.
I t  appears unquestionable that Luke's rend ition  of the b eati­
tude is  less "s p ir itu a l"  and more "earthly" than the Matthean more
2
s p ir itu a liz e d  version. P a rtic u la rly  s ig n ifican t in  contrast to 
Matthew, who describes Jesus d irecting  his blessing to  the "poor in  
s p ir it "  and to  "those who hunger and th ir s t  a fte r  righteousness," 
Luke's short form "poor" and "ones who hunger," defined by the
adverbial nun (now), adds special emphasis to the realism of the 
Lukan n arra tive  of the beatitudes.^ These ch arac te ris tics  which mark 
the form and content of Luke's version of the Lord's sermon seem to 
stand in the way o f any easy s p ir itu a liz a t io n  of the notion of 
poverty and hunger. The question remains whether the lib e ra tio n is t  
ideological reading is  validated by the te x t.
The makarioi hoi ptochoi which opens Luke's Sermon on the 
Plain  (6 :17 f f ) c le a rly  continues the theme of God's extraordinary
4
v is ita t io n  to  the poor introduced in  the infancy narrative  and 
them atica lly  presented in the Nazareth discourse (4:18-19; c f . Isa
^Dussel, "The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 124.
^See Hoyt, The Poor in Luke-Acts, pp. 102-109.
The th ird  evangelist completely omits references to the 
s p ir itu a l q u a lit ie s  present in Matthew: "meek" (Matt 5 :5 ), "merciful" 
(M att 5 :7 ) , "pure in  heart" (Matt 5 :8 ), "peacemakers," (Matt 5 :9 ). 
For extended comparison between Luke's and Matthew's beatitudes, see 
Hoyt, The Poor in Luke-Acts, pp. 102-109; also Hoyt "The Poor/Rich 
Theme in the Beatitudes," jRelThel 37 (1980):31-41; Raymond Brown, 
"The Beatitudes According to St. Luke," BibToday (1965):1176-1180.
^See below, pp. 383ff.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
378
6 1 :1 -2 ). The beatitude, i t  should be noted, c le a rly  specifies the
lis ten ers  as the disci pi es-m athetai— ^  whom Jesus addresses with the
directness of the second person. The im plication is th a t Jesus has
p rim arily  in view here those who have already decided to  become his
fo llow ers. The promise of salvation to  the poor in Luke 6:20, as
Schweizer notes, is  addressed to  d iscip les in  the narrower sense,
2
those who have given up everything and suffer persecution. They are 
the special recip ients  of the beatitude and the ones who are 
addressed as "you poor."' Therefore, although we admit th a t poor/ 
hungry/weeping of the f i r s t  three beatitudes may very well be the 
l i t e r a l l y  poor, the blessing--wnose object is tne b as ile i a—must be 
s t r ic t ly  kept w ith in  the context of d iscipleship and response to 
Jesus' m inistry and c a ll to the kingdom. As the fourth beatitude  
and the p a ra lle l woe in d ica te , they are those who su ffer on account 
of th e ir  d iscip lesh ip .^  Any extrapolation to  f i t  the tex t in to  a
Luke 6:20. While Luke often uses the term mathetai to 
re fe r  to the comparatively small group who accompanied Uesus 
(M arshall, p. 242), here, as indicated in vs. 17 ("a large crowd of 
his d iscip les was th e re " ), the word appears to  represent many more 
than the Twelve, covering a l l  who are id e n tifie d  with him (M arshall, 
Commentary on Luke, p. 242; Paul Minear, "Jesus' Audiences, According 
to  Luke, NovTes€~16 [1974]:104.
^Schweizer, p. 119; c f .  Minear p. 104; S chottro ff and 
Stegemann, Jesus von Nazareth, p. 93; Marshall, p. 249.
3
P ilg rim , pp. 76-78.
4While placing a ll  the emphasis on the f i r s t  three beatitudes 
and id en tify in g  the poor as those who hunger and weep now, lib e ra tio n  
theologians overlook completely the fourth beatitude which is  fa r  
more spec ific : "Blessed are you when men hate you, when they exclude 
you and in s u lt you and re je c t yoLr name as e v i l ,  because of the Son 
o f Man" (Luke 6 :22 ).
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p o lit ic a l frame is  a much less than obvious in te rp re ta tio n .
We do agree with G utierrez th a t " i t  is  knocking on the
wrong door to wish to salvage the s p ir itu a l nature of the C hristian
message by try ing  to r id  i t  of the clear and d irec t meaning of
m aterial poverty in  the 3 ib le  as a determinate, concrete, human
social condition."^ At the same tim e, we hold that to  a ffirm  or
2
suggest tha t the poor qua poor, because of outward circumstances,
autom atically share in the blessings of the kingdom, is an undue
universa liza tion  and p o lit ic iz a t io n  of the b ib lic a l message. In the
context o f the beatitudes, the kingdom belongs to  the poor because
they are responsive. "The poor" here are precisely those who have
responded to God's gracious o ffe r  on th e ir  behalf and have received
3
the good news of the kingdom proclaimed by Jesus.
Moreover, the beatitudes are marked by an unavoidable
^Gutierrez, The Power of the Poor, p. 141.
2
Ib id . p. 140. For G utierrez "to assert tha t the proper, 
o rig in a l message of the Beatitudes re fers  f i r s t  of a ll  to the
m a te ria lly  poor . . .  is  a recognition th a t God is  God and th a t God
loves the poor with a ll  freedom and g ra tu ity"  ( ib id ) .  Shall we
conclude th a t anyone who is  l i t e r a l l y  poor is  included in the 
kingdom, by v irtu e  of his poverty? P ad illa  correctly  remarks th a t 
"neither the poor nor the rich  have a part in  the kingdom unless, 
regardless of th e ir  deprivation or m aterial possessions, they are 
"poor in  s p ir i t  and as such to ta l ly  dependent on God's grace" ("New 
Testament Perspectives," p. 59).
o
This is evident in  the parable of the Great Supper. Although 
they are not the only ones to  be in v ited  (14:15-20) — in fa c t ,  "the 
poor" form a "second" l i s t  o f in v itee s --th e y  are, however, the ones 
whr -espond to the in v ita tio n  (14 :21-24 ). Furthermore, as Hoyt
argues, on the basis o f context and philo logy, the expression "the 
poor are being evangelized" (Luke 7 :2 2 ), r e a lly  means: "the poor are 
responding" (pp. 152-153).
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re lig io u s  character which res is ts  any attempt o f easy p o lit iz a t io n .
The very term makarios denotes th a t p a rticu la r joy which resu lts  from
the p a rtic ip a tio n  in  God's salvation and r u le J  Jesus' statement of
2
blessing is , in  e f fe c t ,  as Soebe notes, "p rad ikativer Hei1sspruch." 
Although the te x t makes c lear th a t human needs w ill  be met by the 
fu llness of d iv ine salvation , the thought is  p rim arily  eschatolo- 
g ic a l3 and s p ir itu a l- -n o t  tha t the poor w ill  become rich  instead of
4
poor, fo r "a simple reversal of wordly position is  not envisaged."
See Georg Bertram and Friedrich Hauck, "Makarios, makarfzo, 
makarismos," TDNT 4:367; Dupont, Les beatitudes 2:324-338. Tne word 
denotes the happiness bestowed by God upon the one who lives  w ithin  
the kingdom and receives i ts  blessings (C. G. M ontefiore, The
Synoptic Gospels, 2 vols. [London: Macmillan, 1927], 2:30; c f . John 
W. Bowman, "An Exposition of the Beatitudes" JBR 15 [1947]:162). 
T a lb ert, Reading Luke, pp. 69-70; Reginald F u lle r , Luke's Witness to 
Jesus Christ (New York: Association Press, 1959), p. 29.
2M. Soebe, in  E. Jenni and C. Westermarm, Theologisches 
Handworterbuch zum A!ten Testament, c f . M arsnall, Luke, p. 248.
See T a lb ert, Reading Luke, p. 70. The content o f the
beatitudes, Talbert remarks, may be in  stark contrast with the 
painful r e a l i ty  of the present, but in  the beatitudes in the New 
Testament are eschatological, they see the present in  l ig h t of the 
ultim ate fu tu re . I t  is  what w ill  u ltim ate ly  be, the f in a l  outcome of 
h is to ry , th a t ju s t i f ie s  the utterance of blessedness ( ib id ) .
^Marshall, The Gospel of Luke, p. 250. To avoid the
canonization of poverty, an3 at the same time re ta in  a l i t e r a l
in te rp re ta tio n  of the poor, G utierrez affirm s th a t the poor are 
blessed because "the e lim ination  o f the exp lo ita tio n  and poverty that 
prevent them from being fu l ly  human has begun" (A Theology p. 298). 
In the p o lit ic a l sense, as G utierrez understands i t ,  his a ffirm atio n , 
as F ierro  notes, must be seen as rh e to rica l and p re c r it ic a l ,  fo r
"where exactly  do we fin d  th a t 'e lim in a tio n '?  Are we to  assume that
the poor of Jesus' day were made th a t happy by contemplating an
elim ination  of poverty which has not yet taken place two thousand 
years later?" (The M ilita n t Gospel, pp. 325-326). F ie rro  concludes by 
affirm ing th a t G utierrez' in te rp re ta tio n  of Luke 6:20 "does not
correspond to  h is to ric a l r e a l i ty .  I f  i t  has meaningful ness at a l l ,  i t  
is purely a mystical one" (p. 326).
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The Lukan beatitudes are devoid of sheer p ro le tarian  protest 
and of any ideological exa lta tio n  of poverty. Furthermore, the 
an tith es is  between the blessings given to  the poor and the woes 
leveled at the rich  (6:24-26)--w hich follows a ch arac te ris tic  theme 
of Luke's Gospel ^--must not be seen in terms of  the H e lle n is tic  
concept o f p e rip e te ia , the great reversal of conditions or 
1ib e ra tio n is t secularized eschatology which transforms the poor in to  
the "subject c a rrie rs  of the kingdom." Close a tten tio n  to  the double 
pattern  of reversal o f the beatitude reveals th a t the s itu atio n  of 
"the poor" w ill  be reversed by God (6:23) in the fu tu re , as the 
contrast with the rich/now ind icates.
I t  should also be noted that in none of the Lukan 
il lu s tra t io n s  involving the rich are they condemned because of th e ir
3
exp lo ita tio n  or abuse o f the poor. The terms rich and poor 
demonstrate above a ll  a d iffe r in g  a ttitu d e  toward God. Whereas
^ f .  Luke 1:48-56; 6:20-24; 12:13-21; 14:7-14, 15-24; 16:
19-31; 19:1-10.
2C. H. Dodd, "The Beatitudes: A Form -Critical Study," in More 
New Testament Studies (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1968), pp. 122-5.
^This point is  c lear in  the Lukan Parable of Lazarus and 
Dives (16 :19-31 ). "The point o f the story is  not the fa i lu re  of the 
rich  man in re la tio n  to  the poor, but the ineluctab le  a lien a tio n  of 
his l i f e ,  and th a t of a l l  rich  men, from the sphere of God" (Bammel, 
"Ptochos," p. 906). Thus, the p a r tia l or to ta l renunciation th a t in 
Luke is  demanded from the r ic h , i t  consistently is  less fo r  the sake 
o f the poor than fo r  th a t of the salvation of the owner ( ib id . ,  p. 
907). In Luke's Gospel both the renunciation of wealth (18:29-30; c f .  
Mark 10:29-30) and i ts  prudent use (16:1-9) are motivated by recogni­
tio n  of i ts  re la t iv e  unimportance whem compared to  the abiding values 
of the kingdom. In the deep le v e l, in  Luke's lament over the p lig h t 
o f the r ic h , i t  is  p rim arily  (though not exclusively) the s p iritu a l  
dimension th a t is  at issue (Ta lbert, p. 71; T rip o le , p. 652).
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"the rich" are blamable because of th e ir  sense of s e lf-se c u rity  and
re je c tio n  of God's in v i t a t io n j  "the poor," in harmony with the Old
Testament dual notion of poverty, are those who are to ta l ly  dependent
on God, and in  him they find th e ir  only hope. The ric h , on the other
hand, are those who enjoy th e ir  paraklesis (consolation) now (6 :2 4 ).
Their paraklesis stands in  d ire c t contrast to the Kingdom of God.
Here Luke seems to point the reader Lack to  Simoon, who awaited and
received in the person of Jesus the paraklesin of Israel (Luke
2 :2 5 f f ) .  The rich  are those s e lf-s a tis f ie d  who do not await such
consolation and feel no need fo r the comfort extended by the good
2
news, because they have one of th e ir  own. In contrast to the poor, 
they are f i l l e d  and "laugh haughtily ,"^  but trusting  only in what 
they have now, they stand under God's judgment and have nothing to 
hope fo r . They w i l l ,  thus, experience God's reversal. In conclusion, 
i t  must be stressed th a t i t  is  not ju s t poverty or riches per se that
A
is  blessed or condemned, but poverty in the context of tru s t in  God
] Cf. Luke 1:53; 12:15, 19, 21; 14:15-20; 16:25, 29, 31. The 
rich  w ill u ltim ate ly  be judged because o f th e ir  se lf-su ffic ie n c y  
(Dupont, Les beatitudes, 3:56-64; Schurmann, Lukasevangelium, pp.
337-339). S atis fied  with th e ir  p rosperity , they do not look beyond 
the s a tis fac tio n  of th e ir  own desires (M arshall, p. 246).
2
Johnson, The L ite rary  Function, p. 135.
3
"Laugh" gelontes, in  6:25b, is  not a neutral term; i t
generally  denotes an e v iI kind of laughter; the laughter of derision  
which looks down on the fa te  of enemies and is  in danger of becoming
boastful and s e lf-s a tis fie d  (c f. K. Rengstorf, "Gelao," TDNT 1:660;
Dupont, Beatitudes, 3:66-69; T a lb e rt, p. 72; Johnson, p. 135).
^Talbert summarizes th is  point w e ll: "Why are the poor
(powerless), whose only hope is  God, blessed? I t  is because, trusting  
only in God, they belong to the sphere of God's ru le  (vs. 20b). Why,
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and riches in the context of re jection  of God. The two go hand in 
hand fo r  Luke.
The Magnificat: the 
pyait^tion  ot the lowly
As- we have pointed out e a r lie r ,  the theme of the p o lit ic a l
reversal of the s ituation  of the poor is  fu rth er contended on the
basis of the in te rp re ta tio n  of the Magnificat (Luke 1 :46-55). The
1ib e ra tio n is t notion of God as a "moral d u a lis t,"  associated with the
poor and oppressed in opposition to the r ic h , finds in  the words of
Mary a decisive confirm ation. Conceiving her song1 as a revolutionary
or some kind of Zealot hymn, "des m ilitan ts  sudamericains se
re jo issent de ce que le  Magnificat celebre le renversement des
dictateurs e t des grands possedants de ce monde et proclame le
nouveau pouvoir des sans-pouvoir qui triomphe de la  violence des 
2
puissants.
when such people hunger and weep and are persecuted, are they to be 
congratulated? I t  is because in  God's ultim ate v ic tory  cney w ill  be 
favored by the structures of the New Age. The type of persons
described in 6:20-23 is  to  be exto lled because of what they have 
now—God him self— and because of what they w ill  u ltim ate ly  have 
support from the structures of l i f e  in the kingdom of God" (p. 72).
^h e  issue of the o rig in a l ascription o f the M agnificat,
whether to Mary or E lizabeth , as well as the question of i ts  o rig in , 
is  not important to  us in th is  study. See Stephen Benko, "The 
M agnificat, a History of the Controversy," JBL 81 (1967):263-275.
^Edouard Hamel, "Le Magnificat e t le  renversement des
s itu a tio n s ,"  Greg 60 (1979):57. Liberation theologians are not alone 
in th e ir  so cio p o litica l in te rp re ta tio n  of the M agnificat. See J. M. 
Ford, "Zealotism and the Lukan Infancy N arratives," NovTest 18
(1976):280-292; P. W inter, "Magnificat and Benedictus, Maccabean 
Psalms?" BJRL 37 (1957): 328-347; Martin Treves, "Le Magnificat and 
Benedictus, CahCercErnRev 27 (1979):105-110.
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While i t  would be easy to o ver-sp iritu a lise^  the meaning of 
Mary's song and ignore the im plications of how the dawning of the 
kingdom of God should bring about p o lit ic a l and social tran s fo r­
mation, bringing the ordinary l i f e  of mankind in to  lin e  with the w ill  
2
o f God, a l i t e r a l is t  in te rp re ta tio n  of the pericope, on the other 
hand, would lead to the conclusion that the song envisages "une 
revolution catastrophique dans laq uelle  les pro le ta ires  remporteront 
un succes eclatant aux depends de la classe p r iv ile g ie e ." 5 I t  is  the 
core o f the M agnificat, with i ts  m artial atmosphere contrasting the 
d iffe re n t fates of the proud/mighty/rich (scattered, put down and 
sent away empty) and the lowly/hungry (exalted and f i l le d )  that 
captures the in te res t of lib e ra tio n  theologians.
The M agnificat, which can be considered a l i te ra ry  mosaic
A
drawn from various parts o f the Old Testament, f a l ls  in to  two major 
divisions or stanzas.5 Verses 46-50 express Mary's personal 
experience, while vss. 51-55 describe God's action fo r  those whom she 
represents. Stanza one o f Mary's song thus speaks of God's mighty
^S. De Fiores, "Le M agnificat et la  theologie contemporaine," 
Cahiers marials 113 (1978):41; c f .  Hamel, p. 56.
2
See Schurmann, p. 76; M arshall, p. 85.
3
Hamel, ib id .
4
See Frederick W. Danker, Jesus and the New Age (S t. Louis, 
Missouri: Clayton Publishing Housel 1974), pp. 15-16; Brown, The
B irth  of the Messiah, pp. 357-365.
5
For a study o f the M agnificat's  poetic structure see R. C. 
Tanneh ill, "The M agnificat as Poem," JBL 93 (1974):263-275; Brown, 
ib id . ,  pp. 355-357.
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act fo r  one woman, the handmaiden chosen by the Lord. In vs. 48 the 
speaker re jo ices "for he [God] has regarded the tapeinosin o f his 
servant." The nature of Mary's tapeinosin here, generally translated  
as low/lowly/humble estate , has been a source of contention. While
some understand her tapeinosin as "hum ility ,"  a moral and re lig ious
1 2 v ir tu e , others argue tha t the word here means "low liness," placing
thus the emphasis on the socio-economic status of the V irg in . The
im plications of these opposing in terp retatio n s  decis ively  influence
the understanding o f the meaning of tapeinous in vs. 52, since there
is  in  the Magnificat a p a ra lle l connection between Mary's tapeinosis
and the s ituation  o f the community which she represents.
Although both views, to some extent, can be supported by
See A. Gelin, pp. 95-96. Mowinckel sustains that tapeinosis  
came to  mean a "re lig ious  ideal of humbleness." The Psalms in  Israe l 
Worship (Oxford: Blackwell, 1962), 1:145. M. E. Isaacs, "Mary in the 
Lucan Infancy N arrative ,"  pp. 80-95. S. Ig les ias  denies th a t New 
Testament usage of the noun tapeinosis carries  th is  shade of meaning 
(Los canticos del evangelio 3e Ta in fancia  segun Lucas (Madrid: 
In s titu to  Francisco Suarez, 1983), p. 133; see J. G. Koontz "Mary's 
M agnificat,"  BibSac 116 (1959):336-349. I t  should be noted that in 
the context ot vs. 48: "For he [God] has looked (epeblepsen) upon the 
tapeinosin o f his servant," the in te rp re ta tio n  of tapeinosis as a 
primary reference to  v irtu e  is  very u n like ly . "To see the a ff l ic t io n "  
o f the fa ith fu l in the Old Testament— an action generally  a ttrib u ted  
to  Yahweh—has always a so terio log ica l connotation (c f. Gen 29:32; 
Gen 31:42; Exod 3:7; 4:31; Deut 26:7; 1 Sam 1:11; 9:16; Ps 16:12, 
e tc ) .  Since Mary puts emphasis on the s a lv if ic  character of God's 
action , i t  is  very un like ly  th a t th a t her tapeinosis was a moral 
v ir tu e , fo r from a v irtu e  one hardly has anything to  be saved.
2
Grundmann sees tapeinosis as an ind ication  of Mary's lowly 
s ta te  in  the eyes o f the world (p. 21); Marshall, p. 82; Walter L. 
L ie fe ld , The Expositors Bible Commentary: Luke, ed. Frank E.
Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), p. 836. Hoyt argues th a t 
Mary's tapeinosis indicates "a social s ituation  depicting a class 
system" (pp. 181-182).
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Mary's s e lf-d e s c rip tio n , any one-sided emphasis here fa i ls  to  take
in to  account the whole p ic tu re . Those who tra n s la te  tapeinosis in
vs 48 as "hum ility" overlook the fa c t that the M agnificat does not
place primary emphasis on Mary's a ttitu d e  but on her condition. This,
however, must not be lim ited  to  a mere in fe r io r  economic and social
position . Surely the V irg in  sings of nothing except her low status
(v s .49) and God's gracious in i t ia t iv e  towards her (vss. 49-50). The
fa c t th a t God has chosen the humble "handmaid" of no account in  the
eyes o f the world to  bear the long-expected Messiah is  the reason fo r
her thankful joy. The emphasis, however, i t  should be noted, lie s  on
the ins ign ificance  o f the Lord's "slave g ir l"  in  comparison with "the
great things" th a t God's grace has done. Mary's tapeinosis retains
the basic idea of an a f f l ic t iv e  condition,'' but th is  is  not p rim arily
••
2
a ttrib u te d  to any external cause. I t  expresses above a ll
Tapeinosis occurs 40 times in  the Septuagint (H. H. Esser, 
"Tapeinos," D ictionary of New Testament Theology, 2:260. I t  generally  
means "humble, d i f f ic u l t  s itu a tio n ,"  "lowliness" (Grundmann, p. 10), 
and appears in d if fe re n t contexts: in reference to  the oppressed 
s itu a tio n  o f Is rae l in Egypt (Deut 26:7, cf.Exod 3:7); oppression by 
foreign nations (1 Sam 9:16; Jer 1:3, 7, 9; Ps 135:23). Frequently i t  
describes the s itu a tio n  of ind iv iduals: Hagar, when expelled by Sarah 
(Gen 16:11); unloved Leah (Gen 29:32); Jacob serving Laban (Gen 
31:42); Joseph in  Egypt (Gen 41:52); the childlessness of Hannah (1 
Sam 1:11); David in his f l ig h t  from Absalom (2 Sam 16:12). In the 
Psalms tapeinosis is  used to  describe the th rea t of death (Ps 9:14; 
c f .  8 9 : 3 ) ; i t  has i t s  cause in  sin (Ps 25:18); persecution (31:8 , c f .  
110:153). In Isa 53:8, ta p e inosis describes the oppression of the 
Servant of the Lord (see Grundmann, p. 11). In a l l  these cases one 
can detect the m u lt ip lic ity  o f meanings of tapeinosis (p. 130). I t  
is  c lear th a t there is  a predominance of the idea o f a f f l ic t iv e  
s itu a tio n , but the causes are diverse. See L. F. R ivera, "El concepto 
'tapeinos' en el M agn ificat,"  RevBibl 20 (195^.):70-72; Salvador M. 
Ig le s ia s , Los Canticos del Evangello de la  In fa n c ia , p. 130.
2
S ig n if ic a n tly , the reversal which confers on Mary a new
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the consciousness of her own insign ificance and helplessness.
Referring to her "low estate" and describing h erse lf as 
"handmaid" ( i . e . ,  female servant), Mary associates herself with a ll 
the memories of the ' anawim evoked by those terms^ and stresses her 
e n tire  dependence on the g ra tu ity  of God's salvation . From th is
perspective, the tapeinosis o f vs. 48, as Tannehill notes, is a
2
central concept in  the M agnificat. I t  becomes the s tarting  poim: tor 
God's eschatological exa lta tion  of the lowly, which is  already
v is ib le  ip Mary, and w ill  p*t.pnd through Jesus to those who stand
poor before God.
From the in i t ia l  personal note (vss. 46-49), the hymn makes 
a subtle tra n s itio n  and moves to the thought tha t the grace conferred 
upon Mary is  only a small segment of the larger scope of God's
redemptive a c t iv ity . Stanza two o f the Magnificat (vss .51-55) expands 
the horizon to speak of God's eschatological action fo r the poor, 
which is  expressed in  a c lear reversal: while the mighty are cast 
down from th e ir  thrones the humble are l i f te d  up. In vs. 52 we find
status is  not expressed in  terms of a new social s itu a tio n : "From 
now on a ll  generations w il l  c a ll me blessed (makariousin)" (vs. 48, 
c f .  45 ). The opposite of her tapeinosis is  above a l 1 her ro le  as the 
mother of the Messiah, and p artic ip a tio n  in  the messianic salvation  
(Ig le s ia s , p. 139; Seccombe, p. 75 ).
'The t i t l e  she enjoys, "servant" (vs. 48), corresponds to  
th a t of the chosen people (John Navone, Themes in Luke [Rome:
Gregorian U niversity , 1970], p. 103). The expression "my savior" (vs.
46) places Mary in lin e  with the Old Testament p ie ty  (Hab 3:18; Ps 
24:5; 25:5; Mic 7:7; c f . G. Fohrer, "S oter," TDNT 7:1012 f f . ) ;  Brown
gives deta iiea  a tten tion  to  the expression in the M agrifica t which
re fle c ts  the language of the 'anawim (The Birth of the fessiah, pp. 357-361 ).
^Tannehill, p. 272.
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a second reference to the "humble," th is  time in a n tith e tic  p a ra lle l 
ism with the “proud," ru le rs ,"  and "rich ":
ru lers  dethroned poor raised
hungry f i l l e d  rich  sent away
At th is  point i t  becomes c lear tha t God's v is ita tio n  to the
tapeinosis of Mary stands as an example or as a re a liz a tio n  of God's
v is ita t io n  to Israel to  f u l f i l l  the promises made to  Abraham (vs.
55). The "raising up" of Mary from lowliness, expressed in  her new
status as makaria (vss. 42, 45), re fle c ts  God's normal way of
proceeding in favor of the humble and lowly, which reverts the normal
human system of values. J  One reversal thus indicates the other or,
as Talbert says, in the one small event the greater event lie s  
2hidden.
Who are the "humble" of vs. 52 and the "rich" of vs. 53? How 
shall we understand the reversal of fortunes? As Hamel observes in  
reference to Luke 1:52, " le  texte  est volontairement generique et
See Dupont, Les beatitudes, 3:191; Ig les ias , pp. 141-144. In 
her e lection  Mary recognizes the paradoxical character of God's 
action and sings her admiration fo r God's grandeur, "qui agit 
continuellement de fagon etonnante, si d ifference 3e" ce que les
hommes attendent. I I  prend soin des p e tits "  (Hamel, pp. 70-71). 
Contrary to man's success-oriented way of th ink ing , which usually  
g lo r if ie s  the powerful and rich  of the world, God takes the opposite 
course. As consistently indicated in the Old Testament, he is  pleased 
in  e lecting  those of no account and exa lting  the small and
in s ig n ific a n t (c f. Deut 7 :7 -8 ; Judg 6:15; 1 Sam 2:4-9 ; 1 Sam 16:6-13,
c f . ,  17:13; 2 Sam 22:28; Ps 18:27; 33:19; 112:4-7; 138:6; Isa
2 6 :5 -7 ).
^Talbert, p. 24; Tannehill, pp. 263-275.
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ambigu."1 The word fo r  humble/poor here is  not ptochoi, but tap e in o i,
a term with a h is tory  extending from the classical period. In Greek
lite ra tu r e , when used without any q u a lif ic a tio n , tapeinos generally
2
indicated lowliness in  terms of the structures of society. In the 
Septuagint the word and i ts  cognates tran s la te  the main Hebrew terms 
fo r  poor and present a fu l l  range of meaning.3 I f ,  on the one hand i t  
emphasizes the "lowly" or "humble" aspects of poverty and is  used 
together with ptochos to describe the downtrodden and oppressed, on the 
other, under the influence of Old Testament theocentric emphasis,
4
tapeinos gains a positive  sense and describes the righteous and 
occurs generally in  expression of b e lie f  in Yahweh. In the New 
Testament the ad jective  tapeinos, when used without any q u a lif ic a tio n  
(as in Matt 11:29), often indicates the objective state  of a person, 
his low b irth , and humble social status; however, "no economic
5
connotation is  in tr in s ic  to  the term apart from contexts."
I t  seems without doubt th a t the M agnificat addresses the
darnel, p. 75.
*W. Grundmann, "Tapeinos," TDNT 8 :1 -5 ; W. Bauder, "Tapeinos," 
Dictionary of New Testament Theology, pp. 256-258.
3See Grundmann, pp. 9-10; Liario, "Los Pobres en el Antiguo 
Testamento, p. 165• Rauder, pp. 260-261; George, p. 388; Schiirmann, 
Lukas, pp. 74-75.
4See Bauder, pp. 260-261; Grundmann, "Tapeinos," pp. 1-5; c f .  
Zeph 2:3; 3:12; Ps 119:67.
3Hoyt, The Poor in  Luke, p. 181. W. Bauer, A Greek English 
Lexicon of the Few Testament and Other C hristian L ite ra tu re  (Chicago: 
U niversity of Chicago Press, 19bZ), pp. 81 I-&1Z; Grundmann, ib id .
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m a te ria lly  poor and oppressed,^ and unquestionably "tro u va it echo
2
parmi ces p e tits  gens," those who liv e  in expectance of God's 
salvation . But th a t is  not a l l .  The poor are specified as those who 
"fear God" (vs 50), ind icating  a responsiveness to  his word. In fa c t,
3
the M agnificat, as well as the themes in the infancy narratives, 
re f le c t  a whole stream of Old Testament p ie ty , the p iety  of the
4
'anawim, the "Poor Ones," whose status is  one of both social and 
s p ir itu a l poverty. Furthermore, in  the same way we should also keep 
in  mind th a t the scattering of the mighty is  neither a mere sociolo­
gical question3 nor is  i t  achieved by active  revolutionary strategy.
Brown, The B irth  of the Messiah, p. 363. In fa c t ,  according to 
W. D. Davies the M agnificat re fle c ts  a t least three oT the typ ica l 
e v ils  o f the f i r s t  century: (1) foreign domination; (2) the
scattering of the people, and (3) oppression by the wealthy
(In v ita tio n  to  the New Testament [Garden C ity : Doubleday & Co., 1966],
p. ' iwr.----------------------------------------------
2
Hamel, p. 74.
3Mary, as the example par excellence of those who be lieve, 
the pious among Is ra e l, is  nof alone Tn Ehis ro le  in the Lukan
infancy n a rra tive . Zachariah and his w ife E lizabeth , described as
"righteous" and "blameless" in the sight of God (vs. 6 ), the
shepherds, Simeon, and Anna, who are righteous and devout, liv in g  in  
patien t expectation of the imminent consolation/redemption o f Israe l 
(2 :2 5 -3 8 ), share a common p ie ty  (Brown, Mary in the New Testament, p. 
143). As P ilgrim  remarks, "Each of the actors and actresses in the 
Lukan Christmas pageant are appropriately cast in  the ro le  of the 
anawim" (Good News, p. 78).
^See Brown, The Birth of the Messiah, p. 363; Mary in  the New 
Testament, p. 143.
^Hoyt argues th a t when tapeinous is  placed in  the context of 
dynastas, the ascription o f a sociological meaning of tapeinous is  
strengthened (p. 182). Unquestionably Luke dramatizes the theme of 
reversal throughout his gospel, where the rich  and powerful are 
fru s tra te d . In Luke, however, the plousioi (r ic h ) are much 
more than mere possessors of m aterial good (c f. F. Hauck and W.
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I t  is  precisely in th is  connection th a t the crux of the 
problem lie s  and where lib e ra tio n  theologians overstate th e ir  case, 
tending to  use the theme of salvation of the poor id e o lo g ic a lly . In 
Luke's understanding, God's social revo lu tion , " lik e  the conception 
of Jesus, is  not the perfection of the human by human s triv in g  but 
the re s u lt of the divine breaking in to  h istory."^  I t  should be noted 
th a t w hile vss. 51-53 announce a change in re la tio n  to  power— the 
poor, the powerless, and the humble are exalted, w hile the r ic h , the 
strong and the proud are overthrown--there is  no contextual evidence 
tha t th is  change comes as a re s u lt o f the action of the poor. On the 
contrary, the M agnificat is  build  around a set o f verbs of action  
whose only subject is  God him sel*. I t  is  God "who has scattered the
Kasch, "Ploutos," TDNT 6 :328). This conclusion is  supported by the 
fa c t th a t the contexts o f the parables dealing with the plousioi 
(18:18-27; 16:19-31; 14 :12 ff) make c lea r th a t the rich  in these 
passages are the opponents o f Jesus, who regarded themselves as rich  
in  v irtu e  of th e ir  inheritance. I t  chould be noted also that the word 
huperephanous in  1:51, according to i t s  consistent usage, describes 
Hie proud and s e lf -s u ff ic ie n t  people who trusted in  th e ir  own 
strength and showed no need o f God (see P. L. Schoonheim, "Der 
Alttestamentliche Boden der Vokabel huperephanous Lukas 1:51," NovTest
8 [19663:235-246; A. Plummer, A C r it ic a l and Exegatical Commen tary on 
the Gospel According to S t. Luke [New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
19223, fT 33TI in the M agnificat, the opposite o f those who are 
proud in  heart (1:51) and are powerful among the ru lers  (1:52) are 
those who "fear the Lord" (1 :5 0 ).
^See T a lb ert, p. 24. The expectation of a reversal of the 
social order was a widespread phenomenon, as was the universal 
longing o f m inorities  under oppression (see J. Massyngbaerde Ford, My 
Enemy Is My Guest, Jesus and Violence in  Luke [M aryknoll, N. YT: 
orbis Books, I984J, pp. 13-36; M arshall, p. 84 Schweizer, p. 35). 
The M agnificat seems to  re f le c t  th is  re ve rs a l-o f-fo rtu n e  m o tif. Vss. 
52 and 53, p a r tic u la r ly , re fe r  to  p o lit ic a l  and social re la tio n sh ip s . 
But here, the exa lta tio n  of the lowly, already v is ib le  in E lizabeth  
and Mary, w ill  achieve i t s  goal in Jesus him self, and through him 
among those who stand poor before God (Luke 14:11; 18:14).
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proud" (vs. 51b) and "brought down ru lers" (vs. 52a). The recipients  
of th is  display of strength are "those who fear him" (vs. 50b). 
Furthermore, the reference is  p rim arily  eschato log ica l.1 While the 
transformation of society at large awaits the eschaton, Jesus, 
however; has inaugurated provisional e th ics . C alling "the poor" into  
a new community, he has established a new way of l i f e ,  a new and 
revolutionary way of dealing with poverty and in ju s tic e . As Yoder so 
well puts i t :
He gave them a new way to deal with offenders--by forg iv ing  
them. He gave them a new way to deal with violence--by suf­
fe rin g  i t .  He gave them a new way to deal with money--by
sharing i t .  He gave them a new way to deal with problems of 
leadership—by drawing upon the g i f t  o f every member, even 
the most humble. He gave them a new way to deal with a 
corrupt society— by building a new order, not smashing the 
old.
Conclusion
In the preceding pages we have tr ie d  to re f le c t  c r i t ic a l ly  on 
l ib e ra tio n  theology's attempt to reformulate theology from the
"perspective of the poor." By a le rtin g  Christians to the unjust
r e a l i ty  o f the continent and by showing how these r e a li t ie s  are
Whis is  indicated by the prophetic aoris ts : Plummer, p. 33.
Yoder, The Original Revolution, Essays on C hristian Pacifism  
(Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 19 /1), p. 29. By siding with those who 
were despised, powerless, unworthy, marginalized and needy, Jesus 
gave them a new significance and value. C alling them in to  a new 
community, he established fo r his Church a revolutionary paradigm. 
The C hristian  community is  inv ited  fa i th fu l ly  to  re f le c t  in i ts  l i f e  
God's a ttitu d e  which reverses the normal human system of values. In 
g ra te fu l response to  the divine c a llin g , the d isc ip les , who have 
themselves experienced C h ris t's  grace towards th e ir  own "poverty," 
extend th e ir  own generosity and p re fe ren tia l love towards those in 
greatest need. This option, however, is  not p o l i t ic a l ly  or 
id e o lo g ic a lly  motivated, thus i t  is open to  a ll  who are needy.
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incompatible with the Judaeo-Christian tra d itio n , lib e ra tio n  theology 
has challenged not only the in d iv id u a lis tic  eth ic  of Latin American 
C h ris tia n ity  but also the often aloof and in d iffe re n t a ttitu d e  of 
tra d it io n a l theology.
In the'search fo r relevance and effectiveness in  the service  
o f the poor, Latin American 1 ite ra tio n  theology has not been, 
however, free  from ambiguities and risk s . I f  on the one hand the 
lib e ra tio n is t  concept of the poor, framed w ithin the adopted Marxist 
vision of society, has, to some exten t, brought to lig h t the economic 
r e a l i t ie s  behind the Latin  American social process, i t  poses on the 
other hand, because i t  is  absolutized, serious dangers for  
theological re fle c tio n  and C hristian l i f e .  While i t  decisively  
contributes to  reduce theology to the pole of p o lit ic a l praxis, i t  
also leads i t  to  a su p erfic ia l treatment of theological themes and 
C hris tian  doctrines which are molded to f i t  the purposes of the 
intended social change. This is  p a rtic u la rly  obvious in the 
lib e ra tio n is t  immanentist view of salvation, acceptance of a 
fu n c tio n a lis t anthropology and secularized eschatology, which f a i l  to 
do ju s tic e  to the b ib lic a l teachings.
Furthermore, by challenging Latin American Catholicism to 
shake o f f  i ts  tra d itio n a l ind ifference toward social re a l i t ie s  and 
i t s  conservative s o c io -p o litic a l a llian ces , lib e ra tio n  theologians 
have p o s itive ly  convoked not only th e ir  own Church but Christians in 
general to turn th e ir  concern to the poor and oppressed. In the 
attempt to e n lis t the strong re lig io u s  sentiments of Latin Americans 
in  the pursuit of ju s tic e , lib e ra tio n  theologians have often
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permitted th a t p o lit ic a l and ideological expectations determine the
agenda of the believing community. Thus, while urging the Church to
transcend the tra d itio n a l p a te rn a lis tic  and ch aritab le  approach to
the poor, the poor have been transformed in to  an ideological
category. The "option fo r the poor," formulated w ith in  the Marxist
d ia le c tic  of h is to ry , tends to  be expressed in terms of "option fo r
the p ro le ta ria t"  and class struggle.^ The freedom of the Church thus
is  once again threatened, and the "church of the poor" is  in danger
of being transformed in to  the church of a radical social group.
L iberation theology's rereading of the Bible from the
perspective o f the poor has unquestionably awakened the theological
community to crucial hermeneutical issues and reopened the search fo r
ways to actualize  C hristian  tru th  in  the p o lit ic a l dimension. Its  
*
emphasis on concern fo r  the poor as a central b ib lic a l theme has also 
voiced a compelling appeal to  theological re fle c tio n  and Christian  
conscience. By giving p o lit ic a l analysis precedence over b ib lic a l 
theology, however, lib e ra tio n  theology tends to accommodate Scripture  
to the former ra ther than judging i t  by S crip ture. Its  tendential
Samuel Escobar observes th a t the practica l consequences of 
th is  emphasis on the poor have been generally negative. Adopting 
Marxist analysis , lib e ra tio n  theologians to a great extent have 
concluded th a t non-Marxist p o lit ic a l involvement is  not adequate. 
This exc lu s iv is t option has system atically destroyed the p o s s ib ility  
of other h is to ric a l options in  p o lit ic s  and caused v io len t 
repression. "The aftermath of the h is to ric a l development of the 1960s 
and 1970s is  l i f e  in  a continent where social i l l s  have m u ltip lied , 
where the weak and the poor are now more defenseless in  face of 
repression and cold pragmatism, where violence is  finding eas ily  
accepted ideological coverage." "Beyond L iberation  Theology: 
Evangelical Missiology in  Latin  America," InBulMissR 6 (July  
1982):111.
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hermeneutic puts a d e lib era te  tw is t on much of the b ib lic a l concept 
of the poor to  s u it an a p r io r i p o lit ic a l commitment. The b ib lic a l 
theme of poverty, and the notion of 'lod's bias toward "the poor," 
thus are d ra s tic a lly  reduced to  an unwarranted horizontal ism and 
pressed to  social conclusions. This ideological o rien ta tio n , however, 
has unfortunately weakened and reduced the p o s s ib ility  of a greater 
impact by lib e ra tio n  theology. P a rtic u la rly  "for those to whom the 
Bible is not ju s t a norm of fa ith  but of p rac tice , such a theology of 
lib e ra tio n  would be an unsatisfactory a lte rn a t iv e ." 1
C ostas, Christ Outside the Gate, p. 131.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
lib e ra tio n  theology has been applauded by some as the most
creative  and penetrating theological development of the '7 0 s .1 In
fa c t ,  Combi in  is  probably correct in his a ffirm atio n  th a t since the
Age of Discovery, there has never been in  Latin  America anything lik e
the revolutionary theological re fle c tio n  that the continent has
produced.^ Although some prefer to  see lib e ra tio n  theology as a fad
which is  now taking i ts  turn a fte r  the decline of the preceding fads
and an tic ip ate  th a t i t  w ill  likew ise vanish, fo r others, lib e ra tio n
2
theology is  "too demanding to  become a fa d ."  Any theology th a t gives 
voice to  the aspiration of tw o-th irds of the world can hardly be a 
fad. Therefore, no matter how one reacts to  the emerging theological 
thought of contemporary Latin America, "Europeans and North Americans 
must be ready to  l iv e  with the fa c t tha t leadership in the fu tu re , 
theology or otherwise, is  not going to  come from Europeans or North 
Americans but from Asians, Africans and, Latin Americans." This
^Daniel M ig lio r i,  Called to  Freedom, p. 14.
2
Jose Comblin, "Liberation in  Latin  American C hristian Think­
in g ,"  LADOC 30 (September 1972):3-4 .
Jesus Christ the L iberator" Time, September 1, 1971, p. 34.
4McAffee Brown, Is Faith  Obsolete? (Philadelphia: Westminster 
Press, 1974), pp. 131-TTT Justo Gonzalez observes that i t  seems 
l ik e ly  th a t the tw e n ty -firs t century w ill  be marked by a vast 
missionary enterprise from the South to  the North (The History of 
C h ris tia n ity , 2 :397). The lands once considered the "ends of ffie 
earth w i11 have an opportunity to  witness to  the descendants o f those 
who had e a r l ie r  witnessed to them" ( ib id ) .
396
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conclusion seems to  be fu rth er confirmed by the fa c t that while the 
North is  being increasingly de-C hristianized, C h ris tian ity  is  
experiencing unexpected v i t a l i t y  and witnessing a "migration of the 
Church toward the Southern hemisphere."^
The context fo r  the emergence of lib e ra tio n  theology is  the 
very h istory of C h ris tian ity  in Latin America. From the period of 
conquest and co lon ization , through the wars o f independence and the 
modernization era, the ecclesiocentric  vis ion of i ts  nature and
mission led the Roman Catholic Church to align i t s e l f  with the ru ling  
powers in the continent. This co a litio n  produced unfortunate e ffe c ts . 
While serving one social segment, i . e . ,  the rich  and generally  
e x p lo ita tiv e  e li te s ,  from whom i t  received support and protection, 
the Church was prevented from id en tify in g  i t s e l f  in any meaningful 
way with the oppressed. This s itu a tio n , which produced a progressive
a lienation  of the poor from the Church, was fu rth er in ten s ified  by
tra d itio n a l Catholic theology. Under the influences of the 
"pure-nature" doctrine, the Augustinian view of "orig inal sin" and
Latin  America's "Christology of resignation ," poverty and suffering  
were idea lized . Excessive emphasis on otherworldly salvation and 
s p ir itu a l rewards fo r  the poor became a c a ll to passive resignation  
in  the face of misery and oppression. Religion in  Latin  America, to 
some extent, was transformed in to  an a lienating  force and Latin  
American Catholicism, thus, never was able to  become incar n a tiona l,
B^u’hlman, The Coming of the Third Church, p. 22. Hardly 
surpris ing, fo r  Leonard Boff the fu ture  of the Roman Catholic Church 
l ie s  in Latin America (Jesus Christ the L iberato r, p. 44).
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or s u ffic ie n tly  interested in  humanizing social conditions.
While the s itu a tio n  w ith in  the Church remained essen tia lly  
the same up to the time of the h is to rica l gathering of the Latin
American bishops at Medellin in  the la te  ‘60s, the socioeconomic
conditions of the continent were increasingly worsening. By that 
tim e, with the fa ilu re  of the developmentalist program, the real face  
of Latin America emerged "in a ll  i ts  naked roughness."^ The sore
r e a lity  of the continent—victim ized by the e ffec ts  of neo­
colonialism , Western cap ita lism , and m ultinational corporantions in 
combination with e x p lo ita tiv e  local groups—was dram atically marked 
by massive poverty, hunger, and subhuman conditions spread 
everywhere. M edellin, under the impact of the ecclesioiogical s h ift  
and anthropocentric concern of Vatican I I ,  marks the discovery of and
9 '
an "option fo r the poor" by the progressivist camp of the Roman
Catholic Church. The shocking s itu a tio n  of the continent, denounced
3 4as "structural v io lence," a s ta te  o f "co llec tive  s in ,"  and a
"scandal crying to heaven,"^ came to  be perceived as a challenge to
the C hristian conscience.
^Gutierrez, " In tro d u c tio n ,11 Between Honesty and Hope, p. x v i.
This fundamental option was la te r  reaffirmed by the Puebla
Conference, as encapsulated in  the very t i t l e  of one of the central 
documents of the conference (Document 18, the document on which
Gutierrez worked; c f .  McAffee Brown, Gustavo G utierrez, p. 41), "A
P referen tia l Option fo r  the Poor" (Puebla and Beyond, pp. 264-267).
3
The Church in the Present-day, p. 46.
4Ib1d ., p. 53.
5Ib id . , p. 32.
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I t  1s on th is  foundation that lib e ra tio n  theology builds. I t  
arises p rim arily  out o f the dramatic experience of poverty and 
dependence o f Latin America, under the conviction o f "the non­
necessity o f th is  Imperfect o r d e r . I t  In s is ts  th a t the Church and 
Christian theology cannot ignore th e ir  share of resp o n s ib ility  and 
remain passive. There must be a commitment to lib e ra tio n  fo r  a ll  who 
are le g a lly  destroyed as human beings, whose poverty and misery are 
a r t i f i c i a l ly  created by In ju s tic e  and e xp lo ita tio n . The protest 
against the p revailing  so cio p o litica l conditions of the continent and 
the structures which caused and maintained oppression, came also to  
Include a c rit iq u e  of the Church and I ts  theology. Liberation  
theology ra d ic a lly  protests against the a lien a tin g  ro le  which the 
in s titu tio n a l Roman Catholic Church and tra d itio n a l theology have had 
1n the Latin American world, often acting on the side o f the status 
quo and leg itim ating  the power o f the oppressors.
In i ts  innovative s ty le , lib e ra tio n  theology, despite Its  
lim ita tio n s , has unquestionably made a lasting  contribution to 
theological thought and posed to  1 t a serious challenge. Although 
lib e ra tio n  theologians' e levation of praxis to  the status o f primary 
source fo r theology 1s unsatisfactory, by stressing the d ia le c tic a l
^Rubem Alves, "Christian Realism: Ideology of the Establish­
ment," Chrcr 23, Sept 17, 1973, p. 173.
^Inasmuch as 1t wants to  be C h ris tian , and not only "world- 
changing," practice  must always be dependent and determined by God's 
revelation  and f a l l  under the c r it ic a l  judgment of the word of God. 
I f ,  as Croatto w rites , "fo r a Latin American theology o f lib e ra tio n  
there is  no other primary source than the Latin  American facts  of 
lib era tio n " (Liberacion y lib e rta d , p. 2 0 ), lib e ra tio n  theology is  in
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unity between theory and praxis in  the act of fa ith  they have
recovered a fundamental b ib lic a l ins ight and reminded us th a t there
can be no dualisms between word and deed, orthodoxy and orthopraxis,
fa ith  and obedience.^ Thus, while claiming the p r io r ity  and
normativeness of Scripture fo r  theology, evangelicals are challenged
to  make s im ilar insistence on the to t a l i t y  of Sod's teachings, which
2
include fundamental concern fo r  the poor and social ju s tic e .
Liberation theology has also called  a tten tio n  to the 
s t e r i l i t y  and e th ica l impotence of "academic" theology, which, 
abstracted from r e a l i ty ,  has often specialized in speculative  
n iceties  with l i t t l e  relevance to  practica l l i f e .  As P ad illa  w rites , 
"we may disagree with the idea o f regarding the h is to ric a l s itu atio n  
as the locus theologicus, but th a t w il l  not excuse us from the task
danger of surrendering i t s  theological content and o f becoming a 
secular ideology fo r  revolutionary change, merely try in g  to  say and 
do what other emancipatory movements are saying and doing.
^Although U b e ra tio n is ts ' stress on external a c t iv ity  and 
social involvement runs the r is k  o f minimizing the dimensions of 
1nter1ority  in  the l i f e  o f fa i th  (Dulles, "Faith in  Relationship to  
Justice ," p. 39), lib e ra tio n  theology has reminded us th a t fa ith  is  
not merely a passive v ir tu e . Christians are called  not to  "quiet 
pietism" but to d isc ip lesh ip , active  commitment to  the service of the 
Kingdom of God.
Roman Catholic lib e ra tio n  theologians have raised th e ir  
concerned voice 1n protest against th e ir  own Church fo r  larg e ly  
neglecting the social dimension o f the gospel. Evangelical Christians  
can hardly 1n good conscience plead "innocent" to  a s im ila r charge. 
Coon properly describes lib e ra tio n  theology as aris ing  because of the 
"unpaid b i l ls  of the church" ("Theologies of L ib era tio n ,"  p. 418). 
See Costas, Christ Outside the Gate, p. 131). By la rg e ly  ignoring the 
c e n tra lity  or tne D io n ca i teacning on concern fo r  the poor and 
oppressed, "evangelical theology has been profoundly unorthodox" 
(S ider, "An Evangelical Theology of L iberation ," p. 314).
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of showing the Intim ate re la tio n  between theology and God's c a ll In  a 
concrete s itu a tio n ."^  I t  1s not enough to a ffirm  th a t theology is  
"good" or "sound" theology when i t  is  b ib l ic a l ly  rooted. I t  must be 
th a t much, to  be sure, but relevance, as the second pole of the 
theological e ll ip s e , must not be compromised.
Furthermore, by stressing the fa c t th a t the social context in  
which theological re fle c tio n  emerges has more Influence on I ts  
elaboration  than tra d itio n a l eplstemologles have allowed fo r ,  
l ib e ra tio n  theology has challenged the underglrding ideologies, 
conditioning c a p t iv it ie s , and geographical myths of the theologies  
often aris ing  from the a fflu e n t world under the u n c ritic a l pretense 
o f "o b je c tiv ity "  and "plain" theology. F in a lly , by c a llin g  the Church 
to  id e n tify  I t s e l f  with the poor and oppressed, lib e ra tio n  theology 
has voiced a compelling b ib lic a l appeal fo r  Christians to transcend 
contemporary secular success-oriented cu ltu re . Contrary to man's 
value-system which tends to  g lo r ify  power, wealth, beauty, and wisdom, 
God takes the opposite course and, as supremely revealed in Jesus 
C h ris t, he id e n tif ie s  himself with the su ffe rin g , unworthy, and 
powerless.
Liberation Theology's Concept of the P cor and 
I ts  Im plications fo r  Theology
Informed by the conclusions o f the sociology o f knowledge and
^P ad illa , "The Theology o f L ib eratio n ,"  ChrT, November 9, 
1973. -------
2
See C. Pinnock, "Building the Bridge from Academic Theology 
to  C hris tian  M ission," Theme!1 os S (1984):3—12.
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Marxist epistemology, lib e ra tio n  theologians are convinced that 
tra d itio n a l theology emerging frora the a fflu e n t world has been 
Id eo lo g ica lly  partisan to the r ic h . Contrary to  Marx's c r itiq u e  of 
re lig io n , however, which never suspected th a t the C hristian fa ith ,  
the Church,and theology were not In tr in s ic a lly  ranged on the side of 
the exp lo itin g  classes, lib e ra tio n  theologians are determined to 
prove th a t a more fa ith fu l In te rp re ta tio n  of Scripture and re lig ious  
symbols can be a lib e ra tin g  force 1n the struggle fo r  economic and 
p o lit ic a l freedom. Under th is  conviction, to  give theological 
in te rp re ta tio n  to  the commitment o f the Church to  the cause of the 
oppressed, Latin  American's theologians of lib e ra tio n  have attempted 
fundamentally to  rethink theology from the standpoint o f the poor 
struggling fo r  lib e ra tio n .^
Who are the poor in  the thought o f the main exponents of 
lib e ra tio n  theology? That was the crucial question of th is  study. 
T ra d itio n a lly  the Church has eas ily  id e n tif ie d  poverty as "an 
a ttitu d e  o f hum ility  lim ited  to inner and s p ir itu a l l i f e . " 2 When
Adopting the poor as the in te rlo cu to r or h is to ric a l subject 
of i ts  re f le c tio n , lib e ra tio n  theology introduces tne poor as an 
in tegra l part o f the theological method. The poor are the privileged  
locus theologlcus, the re fe re n tia l point o f praxis , and the 
hermeneutical key to the meaning of h istory and Scrip ture. For 
l ib e ra tio n  theologians, only 1n association w ith the poor can one 
leg itim a te ly  carry on the work o f theological re fle c tio n . See 
G utierrez, “Two Theological Perspectives," pp. 242, 247; The Power of 
the Poor, pp. 194; 200-201, 219; Dussel, "Dom1nat1on-Llberation," pp. 
5T,"537 b4.
2
Moltmann, The Church 1n the Power o f the S p ir it ,  p. 356. 
For Dussel, th is  "laeo iog icai-theo iog icai tr ic k "  aostracted from its  
r e a l i ty  was the f i r s t  step toward the sacra liza tio n  o f the existing  
m aterial order ("The Kingdom of God and the Poor," p. 120).
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taken in more l i t e r a l  sense, poverty was considered as ordained by 
nature and therefore by God, thus something unchangeable. To make the 
poor believe th a t th e ir  condition could be changed was regarded as 
deception.^ Thus, when r.ct s p iritu a lize d  and a lleg o rized , the poor 
were generally conceived w ith in  a p a te rn a lis tic  v is ion , transformed 
in to  a mere object o f generous actions, which 1n fa c t did more to  
pacify the conscience o f the r ich  than to help the poor. Emphasis was 
on c h arity , scarcely on ju s tice  and re sp o n s ib ility . In th is  
s itu a tio n , the gospel did not have much to say to the m ateria lly  poor 
and th e ir  condition, except to  c a ll them to resignation 1n the hope 
of supernatural salvation.
Understandably, whereas c lassica l theology has re lie d  heavily  
upon philosophy as the main* in te rp re ta tiv e  instrument, lib e ra tio n  
theologians, in  face o f the inescapable presence of overwhelming 
poverty in  the Latin American context, have turned to  social class 
analysis. Since lib e ra tio n  theology is  " c r it ic a l re flec tio n " on 
praxis, social class analysis becomes also part o f the method of 
l ib e ra tio n  theology. In the Latin  American context, Marxist analysis 
o f society 1s adopted as the best tool ava ilab le  to prevent the 
co-optation of the terms poor/oppressed and to  insure th a t the
^See Rerum Novarum, a rts . 14-15. Concern fo r  the poor emerged 
as a central theme a t the peak moments o f the Vatican Council I I  
(Dorr, Option fo r the Poor, pp. 117-156). In spite  of the Council's 
e ffo rts  to  discard old am biguities, however, the concept o f the poor 
remained imprecise (Mfguez Bonino, "Ecclesia pauper, Ecclesia 
paurerum," p. 141). The poor remained an object of c h arity , and the 
"Church fo r  the poor" was mainly a vision o f the Church standing 
apart from the world o f the poor and o ffe rin g  i ts  generous a id .
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lib e ra tio n  to be accomplished 1s lib e ra tio n  from poverty and op­
pression.
I t  is through the class struggle analysis, th ere fo re , that 
the poor are defined. Their id e n tity  emerges not on an individual 
I-Thou le v e l, but s tru c tu ra lly , as the oppressed classes w ith in  the 
Marxist "d ia le c tic  of h is to ry ." 1' Although the rh eto ric  o f lib e ra tio n  
theologians may create some ambiguity 1n th e ir  frequent use of the  
term "poor," when consistent with th e ir  methodology, i t  is  c lear th a t 
the poor have been id eo lo g ica lly  id e n tif ie d . In fac t, there is a 
evident convergence between lib e ra tio n  theologians' concept o f the 
poor and Marx's p ro le ta r ia t. Both are described 1n s im ila r terms and 
are conceived as having an identica l ro le  1n h is to ry .
In th e ir  concern fo r the poor, lib e ra tio n  theologians deserve 
c re d it fo r  c a llin g  a tten tion  to  a central b ib lic a l teaching and 
restoring  to  I ts  place of honor the forgotten texts  of the prophets 
and the gospels 1n defense of the poor and oppressed. However, they 
go on to a confusion between the poor o f Scripture and those who 
conform to  th eo re tica l exegencies o f ideological demands. In th is
^Gutierrez affirm s th a t "when we ta lk  about the poor, we are 
ta lk in g  about something c o lle c tiv e . The isolated poor person does 
not e x is t . . . When weTalic about the poor i t  is  also to  point up 
the element of social c o n flic t" ("The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," p. 111).
2
Jacques E l lu l ,  a French Protestant socio logist-theologian , 
sometimes regarded as "The O riginal 'L iberation  Theologian"' (Thomas 
Hanks, ThSFBul 7 [May-June 1984]:8 -11), has ca lled  a tten tion  to  the  
misleading ana one-sided way "the poor" are used in  modern thought. 
In  his The Betrayal o f the West, E llu l underlines the se lective  way 
the "poor" nave been trea ted , frequently, and in  an unacknowledged 
way, the poor are those who conform to th eo re tica l exigences o f 
ideological demands, not those who re a lly  su ffer fo r ju s tic e  or
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way, they tend to blur the C hristian  meaning o f the poor and the 
b ib lic a l ra tio n a le  fo r id e n tif ic a tio n  with them. Liberation  
theologians leave the impression th a t th e ir  "option fo r the poor" is , 
in  fac t, an "option fo r  the p ro le ta r ia t ,"  an option rooted in a 
secondary, a r b it r a r i ly  selected on Ideological basis. Within th is  
perspective, the f ig h t  fo r  the rig h ts  of the poor is  transformed in to  
a class f ig h t ,  and the process o f lib e ra tio n  tends to become an end 
in  i t s e l f .  In th e ir  ideological bent, th ere fo re , lib e ra tio n  
theologians may very well seriously compromise th e ir  in i t ia l  
authentic commitment to the poor and leave th e ir  motivations open to  
serious c ritic is m .^  Although the d e fin itio n  of the poor by 
sociological c r i t e r ia  has undeniably helped to  dispel the myths 
surrounding poverty in  Latin America, i f  absolutized th is  model 
becomes an ideological tra p . This could have been avoided
poverty. This 1s usually seen in the se lective  way the poor are 
denominated 1n a given system. Poverty 1s used surpris ing ly  often as 
a tool and Ideological weapon fo r  achieving a c erta in  kind of society 
and exclusively th a t. The Betrayal of the West (New York: Seabury 
Press, 1978), chap. 2, pp. 8 /- I4 6 .  in is  point is  also emphasized by 
0. S. Amolorpavadass, "The Poor with No Voice and No Power," in  Where 
does the Church Stand, p. 45.
^In his evaluation o f lib e ra tio n  theology, Nikolaus 
Lobkowlcz, fo r  example, concludes th a t the movement "has nothing to  
do with a desire to  help the poor; i t  has more to do with the idea 
th a t i t  is  the task o f the C hristian . . .  to  transform the world in 
a m aterial way." “Marxism and C h r is tia n ity ,"  ed ., Roy Abraham 
Varghese, The In te lle c tu a ls  Speak out about God (Chicago: Regnery 
Gateway, lytJ4), pi 3UUI Although th is  may be an extrene view, the 
correspondence between the gospel and Marxian class analysis in  
l ib e ra tio n  theology is  so neat th a t i t  1s hard to  avoid the suspicion 
"that the Bible is  being read through the eyes o f those who are 
already convinced Marxists" (Dulles "F a ith ' in  Relationship to  
Ju stice ,"  p. 40).
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i f  balanced by a view o f the poor contro lled by the b ib lic a l
c r ite r ia .^
In a leg itim ate  protest against tra d itio n a l s p ir itu a liz a t io n
of the poor and poverty, lib e ra tio n  theology goes to  the opposite
extreme, transforming the poor in to  a new ideological category, again
2
replacing a one-dimens1onal perspective by another. The im plications  
of lib e ra tio n 's  understanding of the poor are far-reach ing  and
ra d ic a lly  a ffe c t i t s  methodology and theological content. At the 
methodological le v e l, 1 t tends s ig n if ic a n tly  to  reduce theology from 
the perspective of the poor to  an approach markedly sectarian , which
From th is  perspective, E llu l might have been able to  help 
lib e ra tio n  theology. While admlttlnq the influence o f Marx In his 
"decision to side w ith the poor" (Perspectives on Our Age, ed. 
W illiam  H. Vanderburg [Toronto: Canadian broadcasting Company, 1981], 
p. 11 ), he recognized as "poor" a ll  those so id e n tif ie d  by b ib lic a l 
and sociological c r i t e r ia ,  thus avoiding Ideological c a p tiv ity  (see 
Thomas Hanks, "How E llu l Transcends Liberation Theologies," TSFBul 8 
[Sept.O ct. 1984]: 14 ). In  his decision to side with the poor, L llu l 
w rite s , “I am not necessarily siding with those who have no money. I 
am siding w ith people who are alienated on a l l  le v e ls , including 
c u ltu ra lly  and so cio lo g ica lly  and th is  1s variab le . I w il l  not claim  
th a t q u a lif ie d  French workers in the highest cagetory are poor, even 
though they are subject to the c a p ita lis t  system. They have consider­
able advantages and not ju s t m aterial ones. On the other hand, I 
would say th a t very o ften  old people, even those w ith s u ffic ie n t 
resources, are poor, because 1n a society l ik e  ours they are u tte r ly  
excluded. That 1s why I keep discovering those who are the new poor 
. . . " (Perspectives, p. 12; c f .  The Betrayal o f the West, pp. 
85-125; Violence iLonaon: SCM, 190], pp. 3U-35J.
2
Harvie Coon pointedly asks whether a one-dimensional focus 
on the poor as "sinners or the humble" can be corrected Ly another 
one-dimensional focus on the poor as a l l  the "hum iliated and 
despoiled of the earth" ("Theologies o f L ib e ra tio n ,"  p. 408). We 
should also ask whether the p a te rn a lis tic  vision o f poor as the mere 
object o f ch arity  can be properly substituted by another 
one-dimensional view which transforms the poor in  the subject of 
h is to ry  and the avant-garde of revo lu tion .
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speaks exclusively fo r  a p a rtic u la r group which does not have the 
monopoly of suffering and oppression, with a p a ra lle l disregard fo r  
those forms of suffering and oppression which f a l l  outside its  
sociological monistic scope. I t  also a ffec ts  the notion of Christian  
praxis , which becomes the praxis of a p a rtic u la r group, and lim ited  
to  the p o lit ic a l sphere, conditioned by an Ideology of change. This 
praxis hardly can be squared w ith the C hristian  comprehensive view of 
p ractice , which although may include i t ,  1s not lim ited  to  
p o lit ic a l a c t iv ity . Thus, fo r those fo r whom the Bible is  not ju s t a 
norm of fa ith  but also of p ractice , lib e ra tio n  theology's notion of 
praxis 1s an unsatisfactory a lte rn a tiv e .
While attempting to avoid the tra d itio n a l s p ir itu a liz a t io n  and 
id e a liza tio n  of the poor, lib e ra tio n  theology tends to formulate a
neo-id e a liza tio n  of the oppressed. Too e as ily  the poor, qua poor,
1 2 become the true  "People of God," the genuine Christians, the
3
exclusive s a lv if lc  and revelatory subject, the addressees and 
bearers of the gospel,^ the righteous,® the subjects and carrie rs  of
^Guti§rrez. "The Poor in  the Church," p. 13. See McCann's 
analysis of the lib e ra tio n ls t understanding o f the issue, under the 
h e a d in g , "Who Are the People o f Scd?" C hristian  Realism, pp. 
213-221. That the poor are the People o f Goo 1s one or ERe main 
lessons drawn from tne Exodus. See Yoder's c r it iq u e , in "Exodus and 
E x ile ,"  pp. 297-309.
2G utierrez, ib id . ,  p 15; c f .  The Power o f the Poor, p. 208.
®See above, pp. 271-277.
^GutiSrrez, "The Irru p tio n  of the Poor," pp. 120, 121.
®Dussel, "The Kingdom o f the God and the Poor," p. 124.
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1 2 
the Kingdom, the force th a t transforms h is to ry , and p ra c tic a lly  the
3
actual embodiment o f God in  today's world. This g lo r if ic a tio n  of the 
poor, however, is  a misleading conception, and in the end can only 
have negative e f fe c ts .*  I f  b ib lic a l theology reveals th a t God is  fo r  
the poor, 1t does not suggest th a t the poor constitu te  a morally 
superior class, the paragon of v ir tu e , and morally endowed to shape 
h is to ry .
A one-sided m a te ria lis tic  vision of the ones to  be lib era ted , 
and the reduction of the world's oppression to  a merely social or 
economic dimension, presents the danger of creating what J. C. 
Anderson has called  "doctrinal irre s p o n s ib ility ."^  Liberation  
theology's revisloning of C hristian doctrine and l i f e  from the 
"perspective o f the poor" 1s marked by an excessive horizontal ism 
which makes the charge o f reductionism d i f f ic u l t  to avoid. Its  view 
of the poor 1n terms o f Marxist d ia le c tics  is  to  a great extent,
h b ld .
^Gutierez, "The "Irru p tio n  o f the Poor," p. 120; A Theology,
p. 208.
JSee L. B off, "The Theological C h aracteris tics ," p. 135.
*This g lo r if ic a t io n  o f the poor tends to n eu tra lize  the goal 
of lib e ra tio n . As Philippine theologian E. Nacpll has observed, "I 
have the impression th a t we have so eulogized being poor as to raise  
the question; What is  the point of being lib era ted  from it?  Being 
poor has been Invested with a great deal of evangelical mystique, so 
th a t i t  almost seems to  me th a t the only way to  become libera ted  is  
to become more poor." M in is try  with the Poor: A World Consultation 
in Latin America (Geneva; worm tounci I ot unurcnes, I y / / ) ,  p. 557 
see (io rt, "uospei fo r  the Poor?" p. 336.
^Anderson, "The Church and Liberation Theology," SWJTh 19
(1977):35.
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responsible fo r  the su p erfic ia l way in  which i t  a rticu la te s  theo log i­
cal categories such as sin and a b i l i t y ,  C hristian eschatology,
s a lv a tio n /lib e ra tio n , Christology, and ecclesiology; notions th a t, 
with rich  b ib lic a l meaning, hardly could be exhausted by socio­
p o lit ic a l  analysis.
Conceiving the poor exclusively as a sociological category 
and socioeconomic oppression as the main cause of a lie n a tio n ,
lib e ra tio n  theologians tend to  l im it  the notion of s in , salvation  and 
the message o f the gospel to one part o f the to t a l i t y  o f human 
existence, i . e .  the m a te ria l, somatic,and so c ia l. Though not denying 
the personal dimensions of s in , lib e ra tio n  theologians place a nearly  
exclusive focus on the corporate aspects of s in . Oppression is  the 
essence of s 1 n j  and the place to  look fo r  sin is  in the "oppressive 
s t r u c tu r e s .C a r r ie d  to i t s  log ica l conclusion, "the sinner is  the
3
oppressor; the non-sinner the oppressed." This however is
misleading, t t  leaves the heart o f the gospel untold to the poor,
^Dussel, "The Kingdom of God," p. 125; fo r  Miranda, sin is  
"Interhuman in ju s tic e "  (Marx and the B ib le , p. 281).
2
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 175.
^Dussel, "The Kingdom o f God," p. 119. Carl Braaten cor­
re c t ly  remarks th a t "some o f the richest pictures o f sin in  the 
Bible and the c lassica l tra d it io n  are blurred in  lib e ra tio n  theology. 
S1n orovokss the wrath o f God, i t  is  slavery to  Satan, i t  is  a state  
o f s p ir itu a l death; i t  1s a disease of the whole person— a sickness 
unto death. I t  is  a s tate  of corruption so profound th a t the 
elim ination  o f poverty, oppression, disease, racism, sexism, 
classism, cap ita lism , e tc . ,  does not a lte r  the human condition of 
of sinfulness in any fundamental way." The Flaming Center, A Theology 
of the Christian Mission ( Philadelphial ro rtress  Press, 13 /7 ), p7
its:----------------------------
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
410
and gives them fa ls e  hcpes. L iberation  theologians r ig h t ly  exposed 
the fa c t o f oppression in  society, and the fa c t th a t there are 
oppressors and oppressed, but i t  is  questionable to  give th is  
alignment an almost ontological s ta tus . This may be tru e  in  Marxism, 
but the C hristian  understands sin and a lie n a tio n  from God as a 
dilemma confronting both the oppressors and the oppressed (Isa  1:6; 
Rom 3:9-19; 5:12-19; 6:23; I Cor 15:22). In fa c t ,  i t  1s in th e ir  
respective anthropologies that Marxism and b ib lic a l C h ris tian ity  
stand in  acute tension with each o ther. Gil key is  r ig h t when he 
states th a t the "warped social structures are consequences, not 
causes of human greed, p rid e , in secu rity  arid self-concern which in 
turn flow  from the exercise of freedom, not i t s  oppression."^
The l ib e ra t io n is t  understanding of the poor d ra s tic a lly  
a ffe c ts  i ts  notion o f sa lvation . Salvation runs the r is k  of being 
id e n tifie d  with earth ly  socioeconomic w ell-being or as a mere 
reversal of the oppressor/oppressed re la tio n s h ip . The m a te ria lis tic  
vision o f the poor implies a m a te r ia lis tic  notion o f the gospel. What 
is  offered to the poor is  thus a solution th a t could e as ily  be 
provided with or without reference to  Jesus C h ris t. By the same token 
the exclusion of the oppressor becomes a fa ta l consequence, fo r  why 
should the gospel be addressed to  those who already have what i t  
offers? Fearful o f those dualisms which in the past have abstracted
\angdon G llkey, Reaping the Whirlwind, p. 236.
2
The gospel, however, is  fo r  a l l ,  because a ll  are lost and 
need to  be found, sick and need to  be healed. As Gort says, "the 
Gospel is  not addressed to the m a te ria lly  poor, nor w ithheld from the
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the redemptive f r u its  of grace the concrete now world, l ib e r ­
ation theology fa l ls  in to  a no less dangerous kind of monismJ 
However, i f  1t is  true  th a t fo r Marxism human l i f e  has needs and 
meaning so le ly  in  re lation to the h is to ric a l process, according to  
b ib lic a l teaching the meaning of human existence 1s not exclusively  
found 1n re la tio n  to the present but also in the u ltim ate  destiny of 
the In d iv id u a l. In Jesus' words, "man does not l iv e  by bread alone" 
(Matt 4 :4 ).
P ara lle l wii.ii the "sinless p ro le ta r ia t"  view and the 
immanentist notion of salvation is  the a ffirm ation  of the oppressed's 
moral cap a b ility  to create ju s tice  and cooperate with God in  building  
the kingdom. "The fu tu re  of h is tory  belongs to the poor and
2 ie xp lo ited ."  "They are the force that transforms h is to ry ,"  the 
"subject ca rrie rs  of the kingdom."4 This boundless optimism in human
prosperous. The house of salvation 1s not Incommodious but spacious, 
with many rooms" ("Gospel fo r  the Poor?" p. 342).
^Correctly G utierrez has advocated a comprehensive view of 
s alvatio n , to replace the tra d itio n a l "p1ece-of-pie-1n-the-sky-when- 
you-die" type. The opposite extreme however, is  hardly sa tis fac to ry . 
As Costas has pointedly observed, fo r  lib e ra tio n  theologians 
"building a ju s t ,  peaceful and fra ten a l society is  what salvation is  
a ll  about" (The Church and Its  Mission, p. 234;— C hrist Outside the 
Gate, p. 130). fne t o t a l i t y  of salvation 1s not to  be contused with 
one or another aspect of lib e ra tio n . A comprehensive approach must 
include a balanced concern fo r  both *ho "now" and the "not y e t."  
because to  replace the fu tu r is t ic  view of salvation fo r  the e ffo rts  
1n the f ie ld  of social ju s tic e  is , in  fa c t,a  poor exchange.
2
G utierrez, A Theology, p. 208.
3
G utierrez, "The Irru p tio n  o f the Poor," p. 120.
A
Dussel, "The Kingdom o f God and the Poor," p. 124.
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nature, however, 1s more in  tune with Marx than with b ib lic a l 
re v e la t io n J  I f  God is  fo r  the poor, does 1t confer to them super­
human a ttr ib u te s , as i f  they were the holders of the key to
h is to ric a l progress? This id e a liza tio n  of the poor reta ins the seeds 
2
of violence and crusade m enta lity , and u ltim ate ly  tends to  destroy 
the rea l revolutionary capacity of the poor. The redemptive power of 
the poor does not l ie  in th e ir  moral superiority  or revolutionary  
p o te n tia l, but in  the fa c t th a t through them God signals the changes 
required fo r the welcoming of his kingdom. The poor are redemptive 
in  the sense th a t in them the whole society discovers the tru th  about 
i t s e l f .  In them the human community comes to  the perception of i ts  
inhumanity.
At times Gutierrez attempts to ground his vision of man's 
ro le  1n the revolutionary process o f lib e ra tio n  on the c a llin g  of man 
to  p a rtic ip a te  in  the ongoing process of creation (c f . Gen 1:28; see 
A Theology, p. 157-160). However, he overlooks the fa c t th a t 
henpture  presents two d iffe r in g  conceptions o f man. The p icture of 
man in  Gen 1 is  not what appears in  Gen 4, since between the two 
intervenes the F a l l .  Thus, not only one but two images are a t work 
w ith in  man in  his present condition. I f  on the one hand he s t i l l  
preserves the endowment to  represent divine au thority , freedom, and 
c re a t iv ity , on the other, he 1s also subject to  pride, s e lf -  
confidence, and selfishness, which in fe c t a l l ,  rich  and poor, and 
sta in  what humans do in th e ir  p artic ip a tio n  in  God's lib e ra tin g  
a c t iv ity  (see Landes, p. 85).
2
This observation is  made in  deep sympathy towards lib e ra tio n  
theologians' concerns. Christians must recognize that the most 
v io le n t people in society are often not those struggling fo r  
l ib e ra tio n , but ra ther those who dehumanize them and keep them in 
oppression; those who use th e ir  power to  suppress change. L iberation  
theologians are correct in being suspicious of many c a lls  to  
"nonviolence" among the oppressed w hile s im ila r protest is  net made 
against those who use " in s titu tio n a liz e d  vio lence," those who create  
and maintain oppressive and v io le n t structures.
3
See Neuhaus, “Liberation as Program ana Promise," p. 155.
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While one may agree with lib e ra tio n  theology's emphasis on
the imperative of C hristian  presence in those e ffo r ts  th a t aim at the
ideals re flec ted  in  the Kingdom of God, Christians must avoid the
p i t fa l ls  o f a secularized eschatology. They must remain aware that
the most and best they can do is to witness tu  the kingdom, working
as " lig h t"  and "sa lt"  in the world. Without collapsing into
apocalyptic pessimism and pass iv ity , we should maintain that from a
b ib lic a l perspective one can hardly see man's p o lit ic a l partic ipation
as " fu rth e r in g ," “build ing" or "realiz ing ," the kingdom of God. The
kingdom w ill  come at God's in i t ia t iv e  in  God's own time and way. I t
"cannot be coerced into existence by any amount o f social or
p o lit ic a l e f fo r t .  I t  remains the g i f t  o f God and of the returning
Lord to a world th a t cannot perfect I t s e l f  by I ts  own e ffo rts ."^  The
praxis of the kingdom, as Schillebeeckx remarks, is  expressed above 
2
a ll  in metanoia. Furthermore, the kingdom only ex is ts  on earth where 
men submit themselves to  God's ru le , and th is  aim does not and cannot
3
come w iih in  the scope of p o lit ic a l struggle. I t  seems that fo r
^Hans Urs von Balthasar, "Current Trends in Catholic 
Theology," CommunioICaR (1978):84-85.
^Schillebeeckx "The 'God of Jesus' and the 'Jesus of God'" 
in  Schillebeeckx and Bas van Ie rs e l, Jesus Christ and Human Freedom 
(New York: Herder and Herder, 1974), p. 116.
3
From th® New Testament, 1t is  c lear th a t the f in a l triumph 
over e v il is  not brought about by any human or p o lit ic a l means. God's 
In tervention  in  human h is to ry , not human progress, is  the ultim ate  
resolution  of the mystery of h is to ry . "The C h ris tian 's  resp o n sib ility  
fo r  defeating e v i l ,"  as Yoder says, " is  to re s is t the temptation to 
meet i t  on i ts  own terms. To crush the e v il adversary is  to be 
vanquished by him because i t  means accepting his standards" (Peace 
Without Eschatology, p. 11). To expect or demand from human e ffo rts  a
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lib e ra tio n  theologians the gospel values do not transform social 
r e a l i ty .  I t  is  the oppressed, struggling to  overcome a lienation  and 
oppression, that transforms himself and society. In th is  
construction, however, there is  l i t t l e  room, i f  any, fo r the 
parousia. The kingdom does not come from above, i t  proceeds from 
below, from the process of lib e ra tio n  which is ,  at least 
fragm entarily , the work of the poor. The kind of d iscontinuity  
implied by the radical breaking in to  history by C hrist a t his second 
coming--which is  a main teaching of Scripture (John 14:3; 21:21-23; 
Acts 1:10-11; Matt 16:27; 24:27-30; Luke 9:26; I Thess 4:16; Heb 
9:27; Rev l:7 )--d o es  not seem to function w ith in  lib era tio n  
theology's eschatological thought.
The Church’ s Option fo r the Poor 
Liberation theologians are ju s t if ia b ly  c r it ic a l  of the
Church's fa c ile  accommodation to the status quo in the Latin  American 
society, whereby the rich  were confirmed in  th e ir  riches and 
oppressive structures and the poor consoled in th e ir  poverty, a ll  in
p o l i t ic a l ,  economic and social order which re fle c ts  the ethics of the 
kingdom is  to ask fo r  more than i t  can actually  d e liv e r . I t  can lead 
only to dis illusionm ent. In th e ir  tendency to see the s o c ia lis t  
society as an order close to  the ideals of the kingdom, lib era tio n  
theologians f a l l  in to  the trap of judging "the capitalism  of 
'a lready ' while proposing a socialism of ' not yet ' w ithout judging 
the exis ting  socialism ." Hugo Z o r i l la ,  "Observaciones y preguntas," 
quoted by Hanks, "How E llu l Transcends L iberation Theologies,"p. 14). 
The kingdom which o ffers  genuine ra ther than illu s o ry  hope fo r the 
poor is  a kingdom s t i l l  to come- Although a g i f t  to be received in  
the present aeon, i t  remains in  tension with the "not y e t."  See 
George E. Ladd, The Presence o f the Future (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Go., 1980), pp. 195-217; c f .  Chris Wigglesworth, 
"Which Way to Utopia: With Marx or Jesus," EvRTh 1 (1977):9 5 - l07.
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the name of re lig io n . But lib e ra tio n  theologians' M arxist-influenced
view c f society determines th e ir  understanding of the Church with
grave im plications. The Church's option fo r the poor tends to be
expressed in terms of class struggle , and the "Church of the Poor" is
transformed into the church of one social c la s s .1 One wonders,
however i f  lib e ra tio n  theology is not merely repeating the
Christendom mistake rephrasing i t  in a new form. Instead o f link ing
God with the past regime, i t  links God with the next one, assuming
th a t the error was to lin k  God with the wrong side (the
rich /oppressor), as over against questioning whether God and the
Church should be linked with any regime. Past a llia n ce  of the Church
and the social structures of power is  replaced by a new a llia n ce  with
the poor, and re liance on the ideologies of the r ig h t is  replaced by
2
re lian ce  on the ideologies of the l e f t .
S ig n if ic a n tly , w hile the p re fe ren tia l option described at 
Puebla is  twofold: fo r the poor and fo r  the young ( Puebla Document, 
nos. 116-1205), the option fo r  the young has been in  general passed 
over in  absolute silence in  1ib e ra tio n is t 's  w ritin g s . Furthermore, in  
l ig h t  o f the radical terms in  which the Church's option fo r the poor 
is  framed, i t  is d i f f ic u l t  not to  see lib e ra tio n  theology's "option 
fo r  the poor" as not being a class option in  Marxist sense, as some 
t ry  to deny (see fo r  example, Gregory Baum, "Liberation Theology and 
the Supernatural," Ecum 19 [1981j:8 3 ; Paulo E. Arns, "The Church of 
the Poor," Center Focus: News from the Center of Concern, July 1981,
p.  2 ) .
^As David Bosch observes, "A theology of the status quo and a 
theology o f revolution are in  essence exactly  the same. Each accepts 
a sp ec ific  structure as normative m anifestation of God's kingdom" 
("The Church and the L iberation  o f Peoples?" p. 18). Unquestionably 
the Church must take i ts  stand on the side o f the weak and powerless, 
but i t  cannot commit i t s e l f  absolutely to any societal s tructure , 
whether i t  be the ex is ting  one or one hoped fo r .  I t  cannot compromise 
i ts  v is ion  e ith e r fo r  the oppressor or fo r  the oppressed.
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Once admitted th a t a p a rtic u la r group 1s the bearer of the 
gospel and of the meaning o f h is to ry , the group's cause 1s 
absolutized and endorsed 1n God's name and 1s confused with God's 
own cause. The concept th a t one class can represent the missio Del, 
in  opposition to the other which being e v il needs to  be overthrown, 
1s s e lf-d e fe a tin g . I t  ends up in  merely reversing the roles of 
oppressor and oppressed, and u ltim a te ly  reverts  to an essen tia lly  
pagan view o f God as a t r ib a l  d e ity . This vision also runs the risks  
inherent to the early  exc lu s iv ls t understanding of extra ecclesiam 
n u lla  sal us. Furthermore, 1 f the Church is  id e n tifie d  with a 
p o lit ic a l party , I ts  ro le  as moral c r i t ic  on public issues, as 
l ib e ra tio n  theologians demand, is  1n danger o f being neutralized and 
i t s  cwn re lig io u s  In te g r ity  o f being endangered.
Can the Church be a t home with a theology of c o n flic t and 
class struggle rather than a theology of reconcilia tion?  Liberation  
theologians attempt to ju s t i fy  th e ir  vision of the Church siding with 
the poor, by arguing the "gospel is  fo r  the poor." However, can the 
gospel be leg itim a te ly  used as a d iv is iv e  element of humanity along 
the categorical lines  o f the world? Does not the gospel aim precisely  
a t the a b o litio n  o f a l l  such cleavages?^ In i t s  correct protest 
against the h is to rica l deviation from the gospel, which has caused 
the Church to  obscure the re la tio n sh ip  between man's s p ir i t  and his 
m ateria l s itu a tio n  through a fa lse  pietism  without roots in man's 
h is to r ic ity ,  lib e ra tio n  theology swings from o th er-w o rld li ness to
^See Gort, pp. 342-343.
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p o li t ic iz a t io n ,1 from pass iv ity  to revo lu tion , from re jec tio n  o f the 
world to assim ilation. The real revolutionary character o f the 
Church, however, is  not to be found in activism, but in fa ith fu lness  
to  the divine c a llin g , as a microcosm o f what l i f e  can be under God's 
ru le . Because a more ju s t order cannot be established with the 
strateg ies and weapons o f the old age, the Church confronts the world 
and temporal powers with the values of the new aeon. Therefore, 
contrary to lib e ra tio n  theologians' notion, the Church needs renewal, 
deep conversion, rather than mere sh iftin g  of class a lleg iance.
Liberation theology challenges the Church by unmasking its  
e th ica l passiv ity  in  an unjust s itu a tio n . I t  ca lls  the Church to a 
genuine ''conversion" to the world of the oppressed and option fo r the 
poor. This claim is  unquestionably rooted in solid  b ib lic a l ground. 
This option, however, must be cleansed from a l l  am biguities. An 
"option fo r the poor" fa ith fu l to the Scriptures must spring from the 
gospel and net from s o c io p o litica l pragmatism, ideological 
motivations, or humanistic hopes fo r  utopia. The Church must id e n tify  
with the poor and oppressed because, as evident in  God's 
eschatological act 1ri Jesus C h ris t, th is  is  the sign of the kingdom
lib e r a t io n  theologians demand from the Church effectiveness  
in  terms of the world. However, i f  revolutionary effectiveness TrT 
terms o f secular standards is  the measure of the church's relevance, 
how shall we maintain a C hristo loglcal focus, when C hrist by the 
world 's standards was in e ffec tive?  Hauwerwas has pointedly observed 
th a t th is  may mean that "the most e ffe c tiv e  p o lit ic s  cannot be open 
to  C hristian p artic ip a tio n  exactly  because the means required fo r  
e ffe c tiv e  p o lit ic s  are inappropriate to the kind o f kingdom we serve 
t t  Christians" ("The P o lit ic s  of C harity ,"  p. 253).
2
G utierrez, "The Poor in  the Church," pp. 13-15.
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(Luke 4:16-18; 7 :2 2 ). Because Jesus and his gospel took the side of 
the poor, his Church cannot do less than th a t. But th is  option 
should not mean an exc lus iv is t partisanship from the perspective of 
class struggle, compromising the u n iversa lity  of the Church's o ffe r  
of salvation to  a l l .  This is  why i t  is  crucial to bring in to
theological re fle c tio n  the b ib lic a l view of poor and poverty. In the 
l ig h t o f what we have concluded 1n re la tio n  to  the id e n tity  o f the 
poor with whom Jesus was id e n tif ie d , the ubi Christus, ib i ecclesia  
means re a lly  th a t the Church's ro le  is  to be at the side of anyone 
who is  in  need. 1 Thus, unless lib e ra tio n ls ts  go beyond what Rosemary
Ruether has ca lled  lib e ra tio n  theologians' "apocalyptic and sectarian
2
model of the oppressor/ oppressed," they r is k  to transform the 
C hristian  community into  a p o lit ic a l party , one more power-block
among the others, try ing  to say and to  do what other secular movements 
are saying and doing. Liberation theology has co rrec tly  insisted tha t 
the Church must transcend the tra d itio n a l p a te rn a lis tic  approach to 
the poor and s ta r t dealing with the deep causes of poverty. This, to 
a great extent means th a t omphasis must be placed on p o lit ic a l
Unquestionably in  Latin  America the Church must give 
p re fe ren tia l a tten tion  to the m a te ria lly  poor and oppressed. This 
preference however, must not be formulated along ideological lin es , 
This f a t a l ly  leads the Church to  overlook other forms o f poverty and 
oppression w ith in  the same context. Furthermore, the Church that
takes the side o f the alienated and dispossessed does not necessarily  
espouse any p a rtic u la r p o lit ic a l or social formula fo r  doing th is . I t  
is  misleading to  imply th a t the Church ought to take sides with the 
poor against the r ic h , thus engaging to  the fu l l  in  the c o n flic t  
among classes.
^u e tn er, Liberation Theology, p. 13.
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resp o n s ib ility . One wonders, however, whether i t  is  ju s tif ie d  to  
expect the Church to operate d ire c tly  in  the p o lit ic a l f ie ld  with the 
e fficacy  and certitude demanded by the theologians of lib e ra tio n .
The Bible and the Poor 
Liberation theology has r ig h tly  protested against t r a d i­
tio n a l exegesis which has s p iritu a lize d  the b ib lic a l theme of 
poverty. I t  has also appropriately called  a tten tion  to the c e n tra lity  
of concern fo r the poor in the B ib le J  L ib e ra tio n is t "pre­
understanding" of and "pre-commitment" to  the poor in terms of 
Marxist class analysis, however, ra d ic a lly  a ffec ts  the "rereading" of 
the b ib lic a l te x t. Liberation theologians' concentration of 
hermeneutics on ethics and p o lit ic s  is  marked by the strong tendency 
to  create a "canon w ithin the canon" and put a " p o lit ic a l tw ist" on
the te x t 's  meaning and in te n tio n a lity . There is  here, thus, a double
2
danger: f i r s t ,  the danger o f missing the to t a l i t y  of God's counsels, 
second, the danger of reducing the message of the accepted texts to a
In the Bible "the protection of the innocent and the poor in
society is  the very warp and woof of the Is ra e lite  way of l i f e , "
Botterweck, "ebhyon," p. 31.
2
G utiSrrez, fo r example, ra re ly  re fers  to the Gospel of John 
or the le tte rs  o f Paul. Furthermore, as Clark Pinnock has observed
"In  lib e ra tio n  theology, there is  enthusiasm fo r  revo lutionary,
prophetic lin e  o f thinking uncovered from the exodus or from a way of 
reading the Jesus story, but there is  l i t t l e  reluctance to  re je c t and 
denounce those parts o f the Bible th a t jeopardize the conclusions 
lib e ra tio n  theology wants" (The Scripture P rin c ip le , p. 26). While 
they appeal to tex ts  that re fe r  to  breaking the chains o f oppression, 
lib e ra tio n  theologians are s ile n t about turning the other cheek, 
going the second m ile, or the frequent counsel in Scripture th a t 
there is  a redemptive s ign ificance in  resignation to adversity and 
in ju s tic e . Theologians must be reminded th a t even i f  they do find
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purely socioeconomic or p o lit ic a l le v e l, thus find ing  only what is  
not easy to  see there apart from a d e fin ite  presupposition, and 
giving the impression th a t the B ible is  used to ju s t i fy  already 
assumed positions.
Furthermore, the a ffirm ation  that "God is  on the side of the 
poor," although b ib lic a l in  one sense, must be p u rified  from a ll  
am biguities. L iberation  theologians q^ote s e le c tive ly  from the 
b ib lic a l passages th a t e x a lt the poor and assert too sweepingly that 
God is always on th e ir  s ide. I t  is  one thing to a ffirm  God's central 
concern fo r the poor and fo r  ju s tic e . Yet i t  is  q u ite  another to 
suggest th a t the poor are "the chosen people," the "e le c t,"  or to see 
God's partisanship with them in terms of class c o n flic t ,  and then try  
to  establish concern fo r  the poor in th is  radical sense as the only 
possible a lte rn a tiv e  fo r  C hristian  social commitment.
The b ib lic a l tex ts  most often quoted by lib e ra tio n  theolo­
gians, however, estab lish  precisely  the contrary o f th a t intended by 
th e ir  usage, and c le a r ly  ind icate  th a t lib e ra tio n  does not come 
through struggle. I f  the Exodus account, as a part of the whole 
b ib lic a l message, may serve as a paradigm of concern fo r  ju s tic e , i t  
can hardly be quoted as an example of overthrowing the oppressors. 
S im ila r ly , when the prophets denounced in ju s t ic e , they did not 
consider themselves the in te rp re te rs  of a h is to ric a l evolution. They
passages that more d ire c t ly  speak to th e ir  context, they s t i l l  need 
to  check th is  discovery by the res t o f Scrip ture . This is  the only 
prevention o f the temptation to find  only the leg itim a tio n  fo r  
form ulations.
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did not c a ll fo r  c o lle c tiv e  p o lit ic a l action but, as the spokesmen of 
the Holy One of Is ra e l, they ca lled  fo r conversion of the powerful 
and wealthy. Unquestionably from th e ir  perspective, God alone could 
provide true ju s tice  (Isa  1:24; Exod 3-7=3). For the prophets, the 
goal toward which h istory s tra ins  is  not the aboliton of classes,^ 
but the re a liz a tio n  o f God's undisputed kingship. Neither did Jesus
organize the masses to  overthrow unjust structures or set a program
fo r  social action.
C orrectly , lib e ra tio n  theologians c a ll a tten tion  to the fac t 
th a t the Old Testament words fo r  poor and poverty cannot be easily
s p ir itu a liz e d . They generally  describe a l i t e r a l  condition of socio­
economic poverty and deprivation , never to be considered a normal 
s ta te , even less an id e a l. The c irc le  of the "poor," however, is 
wider and the causes o f "poverty" are not lim ited  to  socioeconomic 
oppression, as lib e ra tio n  theologians in s is t . In tune with a h o lis tic  
vision c f man, the poverty/oppression language in the Psalms 
describes the poor and oppressed as the needy, those who are subject 
to a whole range of suffering and completely dependent on God.
Furthermore, the poor-vocabulary expresses a s p ir itu a l dimension
2
marked w ith strong religous co lo ration .
^Jean Danielou has observed "Nothing would be fa ls e r  than 
to see in  the prophets and psalmists champions o f class warfare 
looking fo r  a way to free  the p ro le ta r ia t from exp lo ita tio n  by the 
r ic h ."  "Blessed are the Poor," CrossCur 9 (1959):383. This as Andre 
Neher has shown, would have been foreign to th e ir  outlook. Amos 
(P aris : L ib ra ir ie  Philosophique J. V rin , 1950), pp. 136; 251-265.
2
G utierrez recognizes th is  dimension (A Theology, pp. 296- 
299), but pays l i t t l e  a tten tio n  to  i t .  Furthermore he completely
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In the gospel of Luke i t  is  c lear that Jesus shows 
p re fe ren tia l option fo r  "the poor." As the messianic fu lf i l lm e n t of 
Isa 61:1-2 (c f. Luke 4:16-18; 6:20; 7 :2 2 ), he brings comprehensive 
release to  them as indicated by Luke's thematic follow-up of the 
scene at Nazareth ind icates . But who are the poor? I t  is  among the 
people gathered around Jesus th a t we find  the best clue to th e ir  
id e n tity . Those attracted  by his m in istry  were people from a wide 
range: they were the despised groups, the social and re lig ious  
outcasts o f Jewish society, those who had no claim upon God but his 
mercy (Luke 18:9-14). Luke, does not suggest that the lower social 
s tra ta  are the special heirs of Jesus' salvation . This would hardly 
be compatible with the u n iversa lis t character of his gospel. The term 
"poor," there fo re , goes beyond the designation of economic 
circunstances, and can hardly be understood as a term exclusively  
applicable to  the m a te ria lly  deprived c la s s J
overlooks the possible im plications of the metaphorical use of the 
poor=words fo r  Luke's understanding of the poor.
^ h e  tax c o lle c to rs , fo r example, although m ateria lly  
fo rtunate , were c la s s ifie d  among the outcasts of society. This fa c t 
alone should make us cautious about making a too-easy id e n tific a tio n  
of "the poor" whom Jesus's message favored with the economically 
dispossessed. S ig n if ic a n tly , in  Luke 7:22, Jesus concludes the l i s t  
of the deeds which were to  s ig n ify  th a t the fu ture  era of salvation  
had arrived , affirm ing th a t the ptochoi euggelizontai. To i t  he 
attached a concluding blessing, "blessed is  he who takes no offense 
at me." Although the beatitude is  addressed to  the B aptist, its  
im plications are much broader fo r Luke (see Jeremias, New 
Testament Theology, p. 109). In the subsequent section addressed~Eo 
ffie  crowds, tne primary offense of Jesus' m in istry  was his 
association with "tax co llecto rs  and sinners" (7:33-35; c f .  15:1 -2 ). 
The offense which we see operative throughout Luke is  that such 
people--to  be included among "the poor"—are being offered salvation.
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The p icture o f Jesus as the champion of the dispossessed
"p ro le ta ria t"  is  a d is to rtio n  of the gospel. To s tring  together
Luke's references to the yoor and press them fo r social conclusions
is  to  misunderstand and misuse these te x ts . In continu ity  with the
Old Testament tra d it io n , Jesus' poor in Luke are the needy, those
who, as Bornkamm remarks, "have nothing to expect from the world, but
who expect everything from God. They look towards God, and also cast
themselves upon God."1 True, one should avoid a s p ir itu a liz a t io n  of
the poor, but at the same tim e, try ing  to  compensate fo r  th is , one
should avoid moving to the opposite extreme. In Luke 14:21 those who
are called  to  the eschatological or messianic banquet are, in  fa c t,
the most u n like ly  people one would have thought to in v ite  to such a
fe a s t. There is here, however, nothing of a sectarian nature. The
peer, the cripp led , the lame, and the blind are not the only ones
in v ited  nor do they even hold p r io r ity  in  the in v ita t io n  (c f . Luke
14:16-20). The significance of them being inv ited  appears to be
precisely  the opposite o f the lib e ra tio n is t  re s tr ic t iv e
in te rp re ta tio n : i t  expresses the un iversa lity  and all-embracing
character o f Jesus' o ffe r ,  addressed to a l l .  None are excluded from
2
the kingdom, except those who decide to exclude themselves.
^ f .  Walter Kasper, Jesus the Christ (New York: Paulist 
Press,1981), p. 85.
2C. B. Caird, The Gospel of Luke (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 
1964), p. 117. Jesus fe l llowships with the outcasts and o ffers  them 
the good news of sa lvation . By th is  Luke is . in fa c t ,  te l l in g  the 
story of the way God's good news of salvation came in the person of 
Jesus to a l1.
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F in a lly , the concept of "reversal" is a nofcif running
through the th ird  Gospel. 3ut the evangelist does not advocate social
action to transform cu ltu re . Jesus' proclamation and partisanship to
the poor is  not id e n tifie d  with the goals of a p a rticu la r lib era tio n
movement and change is  not depicted as something to be brought about
by the poor in revo lu tion . Jesus goes to the poor, the despised, the
sinners, the lowly, the accursed, o ffe rin g  them forgiveness,
acceptance and deliverance, and c a llin g  them in to  a new community. A
community whose new way of l i f e  was to  embody God's w i l l .  From Luke's
perspective, the u ltim ate transformation of social structures at
large awaits the kingdom of God at the eschaton. In the meantime, the
evangelist presents Jesus' Church as having a social e th ic  of i ts  own
l i f e  together. In T a lb e rt's  words,
In the Lukan mind the f i r s t  duty of the church is to  be the 
church, to  be a community which, through the way its  members 
deal with one another, demonstrates to the world what social 
re la tio n s  directed by God are. So understood, Jesus and the 
discip les f u l f i l l  th e ir  social re s p o n s ib ility  not by being 
one more power block among others but by being an example, a 
creative  m inority , a witness to God's mercy.
As much as M arxists, genuine Christians want the resolution of 
the problem of in ju s tic e  and oppression, and o f the c o n flic t between 
classes. The Church, however, as the community o f the new age, while  
awaiting fo r  God's f in a l in tervention  in h is to ry , must take a 
d iffe re n t road. I t  transcends human ideologies, not by im ita ting  
them, but by being i t s e l f .  I t  is  by liv in g  God's w i l l ,  by true
^Talbert, Reading Luke, p. 25. See Hauerwas, "The P o lit ic s  
of C h arity ,"  p. 262; cf. Yoder, The O riginal Revolution, p. 29.
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s a c r if ic ia l love,and authentic C hristian witness th a t the church and 
the Christians challenge and subvert the world's values. Those who 
have themselves experienced God's love towards th e ir  own ";'OY0»'’ty ,"  
weakness, and misery fin d  in  d ivine grace the moral id e n tity  fo r  
th e ir  compassionate service fo r the poor and needy. Probably th is  is  
why in the book of Acts, where Luke pictures the l i f e  o f the church, 
the focus of a tten tion  is  not the poor themselves, but those who are 
m inistering to them ( 6 : l f f ,  9 :3 6 f f ) .
A Final Word
Since the f i r s t  appearance of G u tie rrez1 A Theology of 
L ib eratio n , the Latin  American theology of lib e ra tio n  has passed 
through a process o f refinement which, to some exten t, has made i t  
more cogent and appealing. Furthermore, the work of new theologians 
jo in in g  the movement has s ig n if ic a n tly  contributed to bringing new 
insights and f i l l in g  lacunas. The fundamental structure of 
1ib e ra tio n is t th ink ing , however, remains the same, and the movement 
s t i l l  faces some basic issues and questions th a t need fu rth er  
examination.
I f  i t  is  in i t s  methodology th a t lib e ra tio n  theology shows 
i t s  greatest c re a t iv ity , i t  is  also a t th is  point th a t i t  experiences 
i t s  most fundamental lim ita tio n s ; therefore , th is  is  probably the 
crucia l area in  need o f careful re fle c tio n . How can lib e ra tio n  
theology re ta in  i ts  stated methodological approach without at the  
same time surrendering i t s  theological content and becoming a secular 
ideology fo r  revolutionary change? Would i t  be possible to re ta in  the  
order lib e ra tio n  theology has suggested to the theological process
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(p r io r ity  of praxis) w hile giving to praxis a dominant C hristian  
content? Should Marxist analysis s t i l l  be kept as the only option to  
enlighten the process of lib era tio n ?  What a lte rn a tive  mode of social 
analysis could be adopted?
In th is  connection and c losely related to th is  study arises  
the question of the adequateness of the d ia le c tic a l v is io n . L iber­
ation theology e x p lic it ly  adopts a d u a lis t model of society, with i ts  
oppressor-oppressed dichotomy, but the features implied by th is  model 
are not spelled out c le a r ly  (such as violence, class struggle as a 
p o lit ic a l strategy, e tc .) .  To what extent can th is  approach be 
retained and s t i l l  be compatible with b ib lic a l anthropology, 
eschatology, and vision o f the oppressed and oppression? How can 
b ib lic a l concern fo r  the "poor"— hardly lim ited  to  one form of 
oppression and a lie n a tio n — be reconciled with th is  exc lu s iv is t view 
of man and society? This re fle c tio n  on the concept of oppressor and 
oppressed evidently  carries  fu rth e r im plications fo r the question of 
the unity o f the church and i ts  re sp o n s ib ility  to the oppressors 
which demand careful a tte n tio n . How can the oppressed be prepared to 
avoid th e ir  adopting of the standards of the oppressors, in case of a 
successful revolution?
Probably because o f the magnitude of the faced issues, 
lib e ra tio n  theology has not paid enough attention  to , or has taken 
fo r  granted, the transcendent dimensions uf the C hristian  fa i th .  I t  
is  also urgent fo r lib e ra tio n  theology to give answers to  other 
fundamental issues such as the v e rtic a l dimensions o f s a V a tio n , 
syncretism, and the view of a single h is to ry . F in a lly , lib e ra tio n
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theology must make a real e f fo r t  not to allow that b ib lic a l 
foundation to be subsumed under the pragmatic d ia le c tic  between tex t 
and hermeneutic p r io r ity  of the positions assumed outside the 
b ib lic a l o rb it .  In recontcxiualizing  the b ib lic a l te x t, respect must 
be paid to i ts  o rig in a l s itu atio n  and in te n tio n a lity . This is  crucial 
because the way the second generation of lib e ra tio n  theologians 
decides to  deal w ith Scripture and exegesis w ill  no doubt determine 
the theological potentia l and impact of the movement in the fu tu re .
The transcendent contribution of lib e ra tio n  theology must 
be, at leas t, a s ta rtin g  point fo r Christian Evangelicals. In fa c t,  
although fa r from consensus, there are positive  signs that the 
Evangelical community is  awakening to the need fo r an in tegra l gospel 
and seriously reassessing i ts  position v is -a -v is  society in the lig h t  
of Scripture in the attempt to avoid e ith e r "v e rtic a l ism" or 
"horizontalism ."^ I f  the new order of l i f e  im p lic it  in the Gospel 
has a public dimension, Christians cannot abstract themselves from
See Orlando Costas, The Church and Its  Mission; c f . idem, 
Christ Outside the Gate. See also Robert D. Linder, "The Resurgence 
of Evangelical Social Concern," in David F. Wells and John 0. 
Woodbridged, eds., The Evangelicals, What They Believe, Who The Are, 
Where They Are Changing (Nashvi1le: Abingdon Press, 1975), pp7
189-200; Robert K. Johnston, Evangelicals a t an Impasse: B ib lica l 
Authority in Practice (A tlan ta: Jonn Knox Press, 1979), pp. 77-112; 
Ronald S ider, Evangelism, Salvation and Social Justice (Bramcote, 
Grove Books, 1977); Richard Coleman, Issues of Theological C onflic t 
(Grand Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans, 1980), pp. 205-252; Harvie M. Coon, 
Evangelism, Doing Justice and Preaching Grace (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1982); Richard J. Mouw, P o lit ic s  and T h e  B ib lica l Drama 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1976); Nicholas
W o lte rs to rff, U ntil Justice & Peace Embrace (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1979). For a good summary and additional 
bibliography, see Dupertuis, L iberation Theology's Use of the Exodus, 
pp. JU5-j i 1.
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social resp o n s ib ility . Evangelicals must search fo r ways to  actualize  
the C hristian tru th  in  the social and p o lit ic a l dimension.
Probably more than anywhere e lse , Bible-centered Christians  
in Latin America must apply th e ir  sense of ju s tice  and express 
p a rtic u la r concern fo r the lib e ra tio n  fo r the oppressed. I f  the means 
and strateg ies o f lib e ra tio n  theology cannot be subscribed, th is  is 
hardly an excuse fo r  re jec tin g  i ts  ideals , or a ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r  
omission and passiv ity  in  a context where the l i fe s  of m illions of 
human beings are at stake. I f  lib e ra tio n  theologians tend to blur the 
l in e  between the church and the world, fa ilu re  to  see the connection 
between these two re a li t ie s  is the opposite mistake to  be avoided. As 
a servant o f the kingdom, the church must te s t p o lit ic a l matters in 
the lig h t of the gospel,^ and in the process i t  w ill  have to touch on 
concrete issues. Latin American believers must transcend the 
tra d itio n a l approach of providing c h a rity —which generally has worked 
more as propaganda fo r  the church than re a lly  served the poor— and 
discover new ways to  m in ister to  the powerless, disadvantaged, and 
oppressed in terms of social changes.
Evangelicals in Latin American must abandon the idea that in 
order to f u l f i l l  th e ir  mission, they need the support of the ru ling  
powers. This notion only leads to ambiguous involvements and, 
u ltim a te ly , to  the sacra liza tio n  of the status quo. When true to i ts  
vocation, the church w il l  always be in a c r it ic a l  re la tionsh ip  both 
to those in power and those who are seeking to  take power. In order 
to  be c r it ic a l  of that which dehumanizes and destroys people, the 
church, there fo re , must be fre e . The Christian community must 
witness against in ju s tic e  and e v i l ,  whoever are th e ir  agents. In 
doing so the church stands in lin e  with the b ib lic a l and prophetic 
tra d it io n  (c f . Jer 20; 1 Kgs 18; 2 Kgs 1); 2 Sam 12; Mic 2; Isa 1-6; 
see Richard Coleman, Issues of Theological C o n flic t: Evangelicals and 
Liberals (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 19>2), pp. 2133, 234.
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The witness of the church and of the d iscip les of Jesus 
C hrist in  a world of poverty, su ffe rin g , and death may take many 
forms. I t  is beyond of the scope of th is  study to elaborate upon 
them, but Latin American Evangelicals, instead of importing 
theological and pastoral concerns from elsewhere, must s ta rt  
lis te n in g  to the summons of God in th e ir  own context. Furthermore, 
eschatological hope must not lead to  apocalyptic pessimism.' The 
church must c a ll a tten tion  fo r  the solution of social problems from 
the perspective of God's w ill  and witness in favor of those changes 
which welcome God's kingdom.
Those so consumed by evangelistic  zeal and preoccupations 
with the "souls" must keep in mind th a t although Jesus gave p r io r ity  
to  man's eternal w elfare , he did not neglect man's present s itu a tio n . 
C h ris t's  mission, as portrayed in  the Gospels, reveals his concern 
fo r  the whole person (c f . Matt 4:23; 9 :35 ). Thus, even i f  the
v e rtic a l and horizontal dimensions of the gospel are not 
interchangeable, they s t i l l  belong in d iv is ib ly  together and are 
in teg ra l aspects o f our t o t a l  c a llin g . Therefore, orthodoxy and 
orthopraxis, fa ith  and obedience, word and deed, relevance and 
id e n tity , evangelism and social concern cannot properly be separated. 
Discipleship must be taken seriously and the church's missionary 
witness ai.d work fo r  personal conversion must not be divorced from
^Adrio Konig draws a balanced re la tionsh ip  between fa ith  in  
the return of C h ris t, and C hristian resp o n s ib ility  fo r safeguarding 
the conditions necessary fo r  l i f e  and fo r  ensuring that God's 
creation  is not f r i t te r e d  away, u n til Jesus comes (Here Am I ,  pp. 
51-52 .)
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the Gospel's irreduc ib le  relevance fo r  the poor and oppressed.1 The 
believers must keep in  mind th a t, as Wilhem A. Visser t ’ Hooft puts i t  
so wel1:
A C h ris tia n ity  which has lo s t i ts  v e rtic a l dimension has lost 
i ts  s a lt  and is  not only in s ip id  in i t s e l f ,  but useless fo r  
the world. But a C h ris tian ity  which would use the vertic a l 
preoccupation as a means to escape its  re s p o n s ib ility  fo r  and 
in the common l i f e  of man is  a denial of the incarnation of 
God's love fo r the world manifested in  C hris t.
Jacques E llu l c a lls  a tten tion  to the fa c t th a t the Hebrew 
verb 'anah--the root of the substantive 'anaw, the poor--in  i ts  most 
general sense means "to respond" (Money & Power [Downers Grove, IL .:  
In te r-V a rs ity  Press, 1984], p. 142, n. 1 ). El lu l then concludes: " I t  
is  thus not a chance deduction when we jo in  the idea of
re sp o n s ib ility  to  the presence of the poor. The poor person is  indeed
a person who requires a response" ( ib id . ) .  In fa c t, the very
existence of the poor questions the church's fa ifh tfu ln es s  to the
gospel of Jesus C hrist and demands from i t  a response.
^Norman Goodall, ed ., The Uppsala Report 1968 (Geneva: World 
Council o f Churches, 1968), p. 318.
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